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Confronting Stereotypes and De-Otherizing Refugees with Suburban Seventh Graders 

 

Andy Beutel 

 

 War and terrorists. These were the two 
words my students most commonly associated 
with Islam, Muslims and the Middle East. 
Projected on the screen in the form of a word 
cloud that enlarges the most often repeated 
words, it was clear to all students that the 
majority of them had negative associations with 
Islam. Unfortunately, this is a trend I’ve seen 
year after year among my students.  

I teach seventh grade social studies in a 
high-achieving public school district situated in 
an affluent, suburban, and conservative-leaning 
town in northern New Jersey. The school is 
somewhat diverse in relation to the neighboring 
school districts but the student body is nearly 
80% white and the majority are Christian and 
from families earning a household income well 
above the state average. For most of the students, 
my class is their first exposure to contemporary 
social and political issues beyond what they have 
seen on social media or heard at home and this is 
especially the case with topics related to 
unfamiliar cultures and places. 

One my overarching goals as a teacher is 
to help students think critically about the world 
in which they live or develop what Freire (1997) 
described as a “critical consciousness.” I seek to 
expose them to issues of social injustice like 
discrimination, war, and inequality and help 
them to analyze issues from multiple 
perspectives. I want them to be able to think 

beyond their bubble and understand their place in 
the broader society as it compares to those who 
are underserved. At the same time, I try to 
empower them with the skills to analyze societal 
challenges and consider creative ways those 
challenges could be addressed. However, as 
Swalwell (2013) noted, it is difficult to engage in 
this type of teaching with this population of 
students while avoiding the alienation of students 
and accusations of indoctrination from parents 
and administrators. To achieve this goal, I teach 
social studies by having students analyze 
different types of primary and secondary sources, 
synthesize information they are learning with 
their prior knowledge, write for conceptual 
understanding rather than factual regurgitation, 
and consider how the past is relevant to the 
present (Downey & Long, 2016).     

I approached the unit I teach on Islam 
and the Middle East through this lens. Out of my 
110 students I taught last school year, only three 
were Muslim. I tried to teach in a way that 
valued the culture of those few students while 
also challenging the misconceptions and 
stereotypes of the majority of my students. As 
part of the introductory lesson, we discussed the 
differences between extremists and typical 
adherents to a religion and then students 
responded to an analogy comparing Muslims to 
ISIS with Christians to the Ku Klux Klan. My 
goal in my first lesson was simply to have 
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students be willing and able to recognize that not 
all Muslims are terrorists.  

From there, students learned about the 
history and beliefs of Islam. They analyzed the 
similarities and differences between Islam, 
Christianity and Judaism, the spread of Islam and 
its influence in parts of Europe, Africa and the 
Middle East. They studied the lasting 
contributions of Muslim civilizations and 
empires and saw how life in the Middle East one 
thousand years ago was a much different place 
than what they see and hear today. 
Unfortunately, I have found over my years of 
teaching world history that most of my students 
don’t develop empathy for people today by 
learning about people from the same place in the 
past.  

I have consistently struggled with how to 
approach teaching the Middle East in the modern 
day in a way that helps them critically 
understand the issues while also challenging 
their negative assumptions about Muslims. Part 
of my goal is to help students understand the 
complexities of the conflicts and the involvement 
and culpability of the United States in those 
conflicts. Students are not wrong in associating 
the Middle East with war - for their entire 
lifetimes the US has been at war in Iraq and 
Afghanistan and in recent years wars in Syria 
and Yemen. Even as I write this there is 
speculation of the US starting a war with Iran. 
But the students need to understand that most 
people living in these places are simply trying to 
go to school, work, have families, and live their 
lives free of violence and persecution (much like 
people in their own country). To that end, I 
approached this part of the unit differently than 
in previous years. Rather than focusing solely on 

current events articles and video clips, I had 
students read part of a young adult fiction book.  

The book is called Refugee and it was 
written by Alan Gratz and published in 2017. 
The book is broken into three separate but 
similar stories of refugee children set in different 
times and places. The story I assigned to my 
students was about a fictionalized 12-year-old 
Syrian boy and his family who fled the war in 
Syria in 2015 and journeyed as refugees to 
Germany. The story integrates information that 
the students learned in class including the 
geography of the Middle East, religious and 
cultural aspects of Islam, and the conflict in 
Syria. Additionally, the book raised key 
questions about topics we explored throughout 
the year such as migration, war, and human 
rights. Finally, I thought reading this book would 
help students empathize with people who have 
different life experiences from their own, 
specifically refugees fleeing violence in the 
Middle East as well as those seeking asylum at 
the southern border in the United States. 
Ultimately, my hope was that by reading this 
story it would help to de-otherize marginalized 
refugees of color for my white, non-marginalized 
students.  

 During each class period over the course 
of seven days, students read parts of the story, 
responded to reflection questions, and engaged in 
a critical discussion with their peers. As hooks 
(1994) asserted, when all students are actively 
engaged in critical reflection and dialogue with 
others it helps them better understand themselves 
and their world. Some of the topics students 
discussed included the idea of loss, the 
complexity and effects of living in a place at 
war, living without a home, how refugees are 
viewed by others, and the criminalization and 
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imprisonment of refugees. Students also 
considered decisions made by the characters like 
leaving one’s home country and entering a 
country illegally. After finishing the story, the 
culminating questions I asked the students were:  

● Do you think refugees (people fleeing 
their home country due to persecution, 
war or violence) should be free to move 
to a country of their choice? Why or why 
not?  

● Do you think countries that are wealthy, 
free and relatively safe (like the US, 
Canada and many in Western Europe) 
should be taking in more refugees? Why 
or why not?    

In the end, there were quite a few students 
who wrote responses1 that demonstrated 
empathy and support for refugees, including a 
desire for their own country to do more for these 
people. For example, in response to the first 
question about whether refugees should be free 
to move to a new country, Amelia wrote: “Yes 
because nobody owns a country and if someone 
wants to live there they can.” Similarly, Sydney 
wrote: “Yes I do believe that refugees should be 
free to move to a country of their choice because 
I feel like they should be able to be free and have 
their own choices.” Responding to the second 
question about whether countries like the US 
should be taking in more refugees, Megan 
emphatically stated, “Yes! If we can take in more 
refugees, we should! Reading this story made me 
realize the hardships they have to go through. I 
think it is absurd to have a law banning refugees 
from Syria. These people are just trying to find a 
home, and it’s ridiculous to ban them.” This 

                                                 
1 All student names have been changed to ensure privacy. 

group of students represents those with the most 
support for refugees. However, not all students 
adopted this perspective.  

Many students wrote responses indicating 
some empathy and support for refugees but with 
conditions and limitations. For instance, Abby 
reached this conclusion: “From reading this 
book, I learned just how hard it is for people to 
have freedom. I gained a new understanding on 
all the Mexicans trying to come in. Although I 
still don’t want them in, I feel bad. I think that 
refugees should be able to have freedom but 
don’t be waiting for months to get into my 
country.” Here, it is clear that Abby developed 
empathy for refugees but is not willing to go the 
next step and see her country support and honor 
the freedom of refugees.  Mike wrote in response 
to the question about freedom of movement: “I 
believe it shouldn’t be free, but based on the 
refugee’s assets and how useful they are to the 
country.” Mike was rather ambivalent to the 
plight of refugees on a human level but saw the 
question of entry into a country through a 
utilitarian lens, only wanting people to come into 
a country if they add value for the people already 
living there. Both of these responses reveal some 
sympathy for refugees but also a view of the 
United States as belonging to them as American 
citizens rather than others seeking entry.    

A handful of students remained obstinate 
in their completely negative view of refugees. 
The most obvious example of this is Sarah who 
wrote in response to the question about whether 
refugees should be free to move to a new 
country: “No. They could be carrying diseases 
and spreading them throughout all different 
countries. They could also be terrorists so there 
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should be a background check. Lastly, some 
people could be spies working for enemies.” 
This response is disappointing on several levels 
but further justifies correcting misinformation 
among our students and emphasizing the 
importance of facts and evidence to guide our 
views.  

On balance, the majority of students both 
enjoyed and learned from the book study. For 
example, Nicole said, “On a scale of 1-5, I would 
give it a 5 because usually I don’t like reading 
books but this was different. I loved this. I think 
it fits right into social studies and we should read 
more like this. I learned that life could be crazy 
and a big journey especially for kids my age too. 
I gained new insights and perspectives by 
reading this book.” Nicole was a struggling 
student all year but this activity enabled her to 
better access the information about refugees and 
make personal connections to the content. While 
the analysis of non-fiction texts is essential to the 
teaching of social studies, this response validates 
the integration of fictional texts as a 
supplemental resource. This book in particular 
was ideal for in-class reading with my seventh 
grade students. The late elementary/early middle 
school reading level allowed my struggling 
readers to be successful and the two other 
refugee stories in the book created a built-in 
supplemental activity for my stronger readers. 

 After the book study, students completed 
an inquiry-based research project as a final 
assessment for the unit. They had the choice of 
focusing on either cultural practices and 
misunderstandings, countries in conflict, 
activism, or refugees in the Middle East today. 
Many students chose to learn more about 
refugees after reading the book. Through the 
project, students were able to dig deeper into 

their topic of choice through focused research. 
As part of the assignment, students wrote 
reflective responses about why they chose the 
topic they did and how they are affected by the 
issue. Hannah wrote the following in her 
reflection:  

“Syrian refugees really interests me 
because before I did this project I saw 
Syrian refugees as terrorist (sic). But 
after I did this project I know now 
everything they go through. This affects 
me because now I won’t take anything for 
granted. For example, I am able to go out 
with my friends without my parents being 
worried about me getting shot or 
something bad. But Syrias (sic) can’t 
even leave their house for two minutes 
without getting asked to recruit or getting 
shot or having an air missile dropped on 
them. This also affects me because illegal 
Syrian refugees have been coming into 
our country for the wrong reasons and 
killing legal people in our country. This 
could affect me because the person that 
they could decide to hurt could be 
someone that I love and care about.” 

This single response captures both the 
possibilities and limitations of critical teaching 
and learning in an affluent, suburban, majority-
white public school setting. Hannah began the 
year with strongly negative views of Muslims 
and refugees but through the book study and 
research project she developed a more nuanced 
and empathetic view of refugees. However, 
despite that new perspective, her default was still 
to assume that Syrian refugees are a threat to the 
country and her family.  

 For nearly all of my students, the issues 
of war and human rights are far-removed from 
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their everyday lives. For that reason, the social 
studies classroom is an invaluable space for 
critically engaging with these questions and 
topics and confronting the racial stereotypes that 
permeate our society. Progress on this front is 
both necessary and possible through the use of 
carefully-selected texts, student-centered 
research projects, guided dialogue and reflective 
writing.  
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The Time is NOW! 

 

Ben Szczepanik 

 

In the New York Times in 1952, Joseph R. 
Toven, from Mount Vernon New York, wrote a 
response to an editorial about Senator Joseph 
McCarthy. He did not take kindly to the words that 
were said about the senator. He wrote, “Senator 
McCarthy has accomplished a great deal in 
awakening the sleeping minds of many Americans 
whose use of the newspaper was confined to the 
comics and the sports pages; he has succeeded in 
disillusioning many false idealists who thought no 
evil such as communism would dare to threaten our 
way of life” (Toven, 1952). One can feel his disdain 
for the New York Times for writing about the 
Senator and criticizing him. He said “Mr. McCarthy 
has made a rather great contribution toward the 
security of our country; at the expense of a few hurt 
prides, deflated egos, and flushed Reds, he has 
helped stem the disease that is communism. He has 
cried “wolf” justifiably and should be thanked-not 
damned” (Toven, 1952). This man has a clear love 
for McCarthy. A love and passion not only for him 
but also for what it best for his own country.  

In today’s political society we see a 
polarization of Americans and their political party 
affiliation. As of the beginning of October 2019 
Republicans and Republican leaners sit at 41% and 
Democrats and Democrat leaners sit at 48%. 
Leaving true independents at 11% (Gallup, 2019). 
While the true independents have increased since 
the poll began in January 2004 there is still a big 
divide between the two parties. What makes a big 
impact on these people who affiliate to one side are 
where they get their news from.  

Newspapers and news networks today often 
have a bias to one of the two political parties in 
America. When it comes to news networks, critics 
say CNN and MSNBC have a bias towards the 
Democratic Party while Fox News has a bias 
towards the Republican Party. With newspapers the 
New York Times and the Washington Post are more 
liberal and the Chicago Tribune is more 
conservative. Even in the 1950’s The Chicago 
Tribune supported the Republican Party and The 
New York Times favored the Democratic Party. 
Especially when it came to Senator Joseph 
McCarthy. 
 Newspapers were able to observe McCarthy 
and his career as a senator and formulate opinions 
on him. Some of those opinions were pro-McCarthy 
and others were anti-McCarthy. the Chicago 
Tribune was biased towards McCarthy and the New 
York Times was biased against McCarthy. During 
certain events that involved McCarthy in the 50’s 
both newspapers would write a report on that said 
event and the reports would be polar opposites. For 
example, the censure hearings of 1954. 

 In 1954 Ralph Flanders called for a debate 
in a censure of McCarthy and accused him that he 
was abusing his powers as senator (Stone, 2005. Pg. 
1403). It was a very intense couple of weeks and 
tensions rose within the hearings. But on September 
27, 1954 a six-member committee agreed to change 
the word from censure to condemn. Stone wrote, 
“McCarthy roared that he was the “victim” of a 
Communist conspiracy and that the Communist 
Party “has now extended its tentacles even to… the 
United States Senate” (Stone, 2005, 1403). More 
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debates continued about the misuse of McCarthy’s 
power as Senator. “Following a nearly month of 
debate, the Senate on 2 December approved the 
censure resolution. By the decisive margin of 67 to 
22, the Senate voted to condemn McCarthy for 
behavior that was contrary to senatorial traditions 
and ethics” (Raines, 1998, 14). After this censure 
hearing he was able to keep his Senate seat but his 
life as a politician started to decline till his death in 
1957 (Raines, 1998,14). 

Even after he had been condemned the 
Chicago Tribune still defended him from this 
censure. A reporter from the Tribune named 
Edwards defended him with gusto. “No evidence 
had been established to show that McCarthy 
“obstructed the processes of the senate,” as charged 
by the Watkins committee, the Dirksen amendment 
stated. Moreover, failure to move to bar McCarthy 
from his seat, in January, 1953, after his reelection 
in 1952, precluded senate consideration of his 
conduct in 1952, it continued” (Edwards, 1954). 
Even after he was voted out from the first censure 
count the Tribune defended him as if his tactics that 
he used as Senator were wrong.  

The New York Times report seemed happy 
with the results of McCarthy being condemned in 
December of 1954. “In the ultimate action the 
Senate voted to condemn Senator McCarthy for 
contempt of a Senate Elections subcommittee that 
investigated his conduct and financial affairs, for 
abuse of its members, and for his insults to the 
Senate itself during the censure proceeding” 
(Leviero, 1954, 1). The results of this, according to 
McCarthy, had no effect on him. The times asked 
him an interesting question though after the last 
hearing. “He had referred to the session as a “lynch 
party” (Leviero, 1954, 1). Compared to a certain 
president it is interesting to see that another 
politician who called an event where people were 
against him and tried to get him out of his seat a 
Lynching. It is often said that history repeats itself. 

But it was Mark Twain that said “History doesn’t 
repeat itself but it often rhymes.”  

This is where opportunity knocks on the 
door. This could be a perfect lesson about what 
Americans are seeing on the news today about the 
possible impeachment of President Donald J. 
Trump. Both men are accused of abusing their 
power as a government official. The media was all 
over McCarthy in the 50’s and the media today is 
all over Trump as well. So why not take this 
opportunity to make a connection to the past and 
also to what is going on today?  

The first step is to go over what exactly was 
McCarthy being accused of in 1954. Explain that he 
was accused of abusing his power as Senator when 
hunting for communists in the early 50’s. Then, 
giving out the articles from the Tribune and from 
the Times about the censure hearings of McCarthy 
in 1954 and comparing and contrasting them 
together to see what these two newspapers are 
reporting. Then, compare those articles to two 
modern day articles about the impeachment of 
President Trump. The next step is to address what 
exactly President Trump is accused of. Explain that 
he is accused of abusing his power as President. 
Then, hand out two modern-day news articles about 
the impeachment. One from Fox news, a 
conservative news network, titled Varney: 
Impeachment efforts boost Trump’s Chances in 
2020. The other article from CNN, a liberal news 
network, titled Trump assaults facts to survive 
Impeachment. Then compare and contrast as to 
what both articles are talking about. After showing 
all of these articles to the students explain the 
overarching theme of Mark Twain. That history 
doesn’t repeat itself. But it does rhyme.  

Social Studies teachers have an opportunity 
in their hands right now to really connect an event 
from the past to an event that is of similarity today. 
Opportunities like this don’t happen very often. So 
it is up to us as educators to grasp this moment in 
American history where we can teach them to make 
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a connection from the past to what is going on the 
American government right now. It’s happening 
right in front of their eyes and it would be a wasted 
opportunity if social studies teachers did not use this 
to their advantage within the classroom. 
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The Oceanside-Uniondale Bridges Program 

 

Mitchell Bickman  

 

In the 2019-2020 school year, the 
Uniondale and Oceanside School Districts 
on Long Island entered the fourth year of a 
unique and innovative program that is 
designed to grow in all students a stronger 
awareness and understanding of issues 
facing our communities and our nation. The 
Bridges program fosters empathy, and 
collaboration amongst students. It is our 
belief that engaging students in the 
evaluation of contemporary issues related to 
race, economics, and politics will lead to 
well-rounded, active, and engaged citizens. 
In Bridges, we encourage difficult 
conversations and ask challenging questions, 
and we welcome different points of view 
with the understanding that we can agree to 
disagree with civility. We tell students to get 
beyond your comfort zone, to get to know 
people different from yourselves.  It’s in that 
space beyond comfort that true education 
occurs. 

We believe that in education there is 
not one set formula for success. This reality 
makes teaching one of the most exciting yet 
challenging professions that exists. Over the 
past two decades I have been extremely 
fortunate to work with a group of educators 
and leaders that are amongst the most 
passionate and inspiring individuals in this 
profession today. What sets them apart from 

others is that they shifted their instructional 
focus from student engagement to student 
empowerment, carving out time and space 
for students to explore their passions. In 
order to truly empower students, two major 
shifts have to take place. The first being a 
focus on student agency, where students are 
given ownership over the direction of their 
learning. The second and perhaps most 
important is that teachers have had to 
gradually shift their role from that of the 
expert (or sage on a stage) to that of lead 
learner, acting in a role that on the surface 
may appear as more of a moderator or 
facilitator. Through this approach to 
teaching student learning no longer exists in 
a vacuum, but rather it connects to other 
disciplines in a meaningful and authentic 
way, allowing teachers to create a more 
cohesive narrative for students. While there 
is not a singular pathway towards fostering 
empowered students, a hallmark of 
Oceanside’s program is taking informed 
action. 

Due to the demands placed upon K-12 
curricula, and the subsequent time 
constraints it engenders, taking informed 
action happens least often in classrooms 
across the country. Our work flips this 
model with the belief that taking informed 
action needs to be at the heart of curriculum 
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development and instructional practices. 
This work is built on the premise that it is 
critical to provide students with thoughtful 
and deliberate opportunities to critically and 
deeply evaluate issues that impact them on a 
local, national, and global level. As we 
continue to orient our lessons and units to 
promote divergent thought and foster 
argumentative skills, it is more important 
than ever that we provide students the 
opportunity to take their new knowledge, 
skills, and understanding to the world. One 
of the most common examples that comes to 
mind would be for students to engage in 
writing letters to elected officials. However, 
this is just one of many actions that can be 
taken by students as they begin to assess 
their world and take action. Other actions 
can include: 

● organizing a book club to dig more 
deeply into an issue 

● organizing a fundraising event for a 
cause related to an issue 

● Inviting community stakeholders to a 
classroom forum 

● inviting guest speakers to debate an issue 
● presenting to elementary school classes 
● creating an advocacy campaign 

(morning announcements, Edmodo, 
lobby presentation during lunch periods) 

● working collaboratively to create a class 
or team resolution 

● organizing a community service project 
● interviewing an expert or activist  

These ideas are often starting points for 
larger more meaningful experiences that 
students can engage in, which is the purpose 
of Bridges. 

The Bridges program began in the 
Fall of the 2016-2017 school year with a 
cohort of sixty diverse middle school 
students. It has been designed to unfold over 
the course of six years (currently in year 
four), extending through a student’s senior 
year in high school. It is our hope that as 
students move through their high school 
years, they will take ownership over the 
direction of a shared service-learning project 
that will take learning out of the classroom 
walls, into students’ lives, their community, 
and perhaps the world.   

Our Story  

The Bridges program was born out 
of a conversation held between Oceanside 
and Uniondale High School seniors centered 
on Race in America. At the time of this 
conversation the news cycle was dominated 
by Michael Brown, an eighteen-year old 
teenager from Ferguson, Missouri. Our 
schools came together via a shared 
connection we had from a Hofstra 
University professor, Dr. Alan Singer. Long 
Island is one of the most racially and 
economically segregated regions in our 
nation. The demographics of the Oceanside 
School District and Uniondale exemplify 
this reality as Oceanside’s student body is 
close to 85% Caucasian, while Uniondale a 
ten-minute bus ride away is almost 100% 
Latino and African American. Our districts 
rarely interact beyond the world of sports, so 
we believed a conversation on Race in 
America between seniors who were at the 
time about the same age as Michael Brown 
would be worthwhile for everyone involved. 
In addition, many of these students would 
soon be leaving their segregated 
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communities, and entering college in the 
fall, a broader world with others different 
from themselves. Over the course of this 
hour-long conversation, students shared raw, 
powerful, and at times emotional 
experiences about what it was like growing 
up white, black, Latino in their respective 
communities while at the same time 
discussing police culture, racial profiling, 
and other related topics.  

While this conversation was a 
powerful one, we recognized that one 
discussion like this is not going to change 
the world or even these communities. 
Hopefully it helped students think about 
issues that are often in the background but 
never up front, especially in an interracial 
setting. As they go off to college, maybe 
these young people will have a new sense of 
possibility for the future. The desire to 
extend the conversation and start it at an 
earlier age led to the creation of the Bridges 
program an ongoing relationship between 
Oceanside and Uniondale Middle Schools 
(and now high schools) where teachers and 
students come together to make this vision a 
reality.  

    Bridges serves as an opportunity to 
address the growing racial, religious, and 
ethnic divide on Long Island, where 
communities remain isolated despite often 
being very close to one another.  

  Starting in seventh grade, students at 
Lawrence Road Middle School (Uniondale) 
and Oceanside Middle School apply to 
Bridges via an essay asking which societal 
issues they wish to see addressed by the 
government and which they would like to 
address themselves. Each year of the 

program is broken up into several meetings. 
These meetings are designed to first develop 
trust between the students, then inform them 
on a topic, allow them to discuss it, and 
ultimately take informed action regarding 
the subject. 

  Bridges students (“builders”) meet to 
discuss the present events of the day in an 
environment designed to foster alternative 
opinions to their own. The project is a six-
year journey, with each year organized 
around a shared theme. Year One focused on 
immigration and how it affects us on both a 
personal and national level. Year Two and 
three has focused on the Age of Protest, the 
idea of protest, what a “worthy” cause may 
be, and when it is “right’ to voice protest as 
a private citizen, public official, or even a 
celebrity. As students grow and mature, 
more complicated issues can be addressed, 
and deeper action taken.  

  The long term goal of the program is 
for students to develop lasting relationships 
with others who on the surface may look 
different from one another, but have more in 
common than they initially thought, and 
while they may not always agree, we look to 
foster the tools for civil discourse, leading to 
individuals working together to take 
informed action. It is our hope that students 
can garner a shared perspective and mutual 
respect in a time of intense difference, 
experience cultural events together, bond, 
learn new things, and have the opportunity 
to go on trips to explore their college options 
as the program grows.  

  The Bridges program was also 
briefly profiled in Teaching Tolerance (link: 
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/fall-

https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/fall-2017/big-ideas-for-social-studies-learners
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2017/big-ideas-for-social-studies-learners). 
Since the national magazine came out we 
have been contacted by teachers in 
Louisiana, Texas, Missouri, and New Jersey 
and have helped them to lay the foundation 
for similar programs in their schools. We 
also believe that this program can be a 
national model for schools that we can help 
build through presentations and publications 
to inform districts/states of this work.  

Too often teachers shy away from 
issues because they are deemed sensitive or 
controversial. This program will show 
teachers that they can embrace these issues 
head on regardless of resources at their 
disposal.  The program presents a unique 
opportunity for schools to bridge racial, 
religious, and class divide that often exists 
between suburban and urban school districts 
in a manner that is cost effective regardless 
of budget. It also presents a flexibility that 
would allow schools which adopt the 
program to tailor it based upon the needs of 
their respective communities or in response 
to current events and world news of the 
moment.  

The ultimate legacy of Bridges will 
be the relationships it creates between adults 
and children who likely would have never 
interacted were it not for the program 
despite living in neighboring communities. 
A more powerful impact Bridges will have 
is in shaping an enlightened student who is 
capable of seeing civic issues from the other 
side of the spectrum as well as mobilizing 
their views in a way that takes informed 
action. 

From a social-emotional standpoint 
the program has met its intended goal from 

conception - creating relationships between 
students from different backgrounds through 
discussion and debate, and by creating 
lasting out of school relationships between 
students who often had not met someone 
unlike themselves before. Students socialize 
outside the program, and within the program 
find a voice for their growing identities, 
developing leadership roles, getting a chance 
to have a voice where in other forums they 
may feel "drowned out", and planting the 
seed of activism by creating change in their 
own communities. 

While Bridges is still in its infancy, 
the program has expanded with our second 
cohort of middle school students who began 
this work last year. Our first cohort are now 
high school sophomores and have begun to 
suggest ideas about what they can do to 
frame out and address issues in their local 
communities and beyond. 

Bridges is no doubt ambitious in its 
scope and length of time until completion, 
so we have created several other district 
wide experiences that exemplify taking 
informed action. Several other examples of 
student activism in the Oceanside School 
District include “A Day Without,” a Driver 
and Pedestrian Safety Campaign, and the 
upcoming “World We Want Fair.” 

At the heart of Bridges and these 
other programs is student voice and choice.  
When student agency becomes the central 
focus and/or integral to one’s instructional 
practice students become empowered as 
change agents who actively seek out 
problems to solve, not waiting for someone 
(often adults) to tell them what to do. 

https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/fall-2017/big-ideas-for-social-studies-learners


Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 20, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2020 
 

21 
 

 

Gangsta, Gangsta: 

How Teaching through Hip Hop Can Help Us Navigate the War On Crime 

 

Taina Santiago 

 

In 2015 the film Straight Outta 
Compton was released, proving that NWA 
as well as other rappers of this decade had a 
lasting impression on American culture. Rap 
music continues to deliver stark political 
messages as well as reflect the struggles of 
the community it represents. At the start of 
the 1990’s the “War on Crime” hit the black 
community disproportionately harder than 
any other community. At the same time, 
gangsta rappers began to speak out on what 
it meant to be a criminal.  

In using their words correctly within 
the classroom, two things can be 
accomplished. First, the war on crime era 
can be taught and contextualized in a way 
that acts as built in engagement for students. 
Analyzing the music gives kids a sense of 
cultural lexicon that is still current and 
relevant. Furthermore, it provides students 
with a baseline for public opinion on the era. 
Being so contemporary there is difficulty 
finding scholarly sources that culminate the 
black American experience in the 90’s. 
Popular culture is public opinion and rap 
music deals with these trickier issues head 
on. 

The secondary benefit of using rap 
music to teach the War on Crime is that it is 

an easy way for teachers to relate to a more 
diverse classroom, by assisting students in 
evaluating their role models. Public 
reactions to NWA and other rappers proved 
to be polarized. Understanding both sides 
allows students to contextualize their idols 
today, specifically rappers and musicians 
under the same lens.  

Context 

The War on Crime refers to an era in 
American history, spanning from the 1970’s 
to the end of the 1990’s wherein the 
American government hyper focused on the 
prevention and punishment of crimes. In 
1965, President Johnson addressed what he 
referred to as an increase in “street crime” 
and created the Office of Law Enforcement 
Assistance (Flamm, 2019). The primary goal 
of the Office was to partner local police 
departments with federal crime bureaus. As 
a consequence, crimes that would typically 
be resolved on a local level and would have 
smaller sentences, were now reviewed on a 
federal level and resulted in stricter prison 
sentences. Just as well, crimes that would 
have otherwise been resolved through 
community service or public scrutiny were 
for the first time subject to prison sentences 
(Thompson, 2010, p. 713). This, of course, 
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led to more individuals being incarcerated 
and for longer periods of time. 

The “War on Crime” was punitive in 
nature, focusing heavily on punishing lower 
priority drug crimes. In the 1970’s, New 
York’s Governor Nelson Rockefeller, who 
had long been in favor of a rehabilitation 
first approach to drug crime, passed a series 
of stricter drug laws that lowered tolerance 
and increased jail time in convictions 
(Thompson, 2010, p. 707). This ultimately 
led to a higher incarceration rate, which 
translates to more families being affected. 
These harsher drug laws quickly spread 
across the nation. Thompson (2010) writes 
that “While in 1970 there had been only 
322,300 drug-related arrests in the United 
States, in 2000 that figure was 1,375,600,” 
also noting that by the end of the twentieth 
century there were more Detroit residents 
incarcerated than there were Detroit 
residents holding unionized jobs in the auto 
department (p. 709). The “War on Crime” 
fed into the prison industrial complex in 
America.  
 The prison industrial complex is 
unique to American culture. What makes it 
more unique though, is how it has found its 
home in implicit racism. By the end of the 
twentieth century, one in fifteen black men 
had been incarcerated at some point in their 
lives, compared to one in one hundred and 
six white men within the same age rage 
(McCann, 2017, p. 126). The War on Crime 
disproportionately affected communities of 
color, but none more than the black 
community.  

The rise in mass incarceration 
changed the family dynamic of the black 

community, making criminal behaviour a 
cornerstone of their identity. Thompson 
argues, “The  criminalization  of  urban  
space  and  the  imposition  of  lengthy  
prison  terms  not only  rendered  an  
increasing  percentage  of  urbanites  unable  
to  contribute  to  the  cities where  they  
grew  up  but  it  also  made  it  difficult  for  
them  to  provide  for  the  dependents they  
left  behind” (Thompson, 2010, p. 716). 
Increased incarceration rates meant that 
many parents would find themselves with a 
criminal record. This affected their families 
on two fronts. First, that during their 
sentence they would be missing from their 
households. The rise in the single parent 
home increased dramatically as the 
twentieth century closed (Thompson, 2010, 
p. 711). Families struggled to support 
themselves on a one parent income. The 
secondary effect mass incarceration had on 
families was the newfound inability of 
parents to re-enter the workforce due to their 
criminal records, as Thompson alludes to 
above. Families who were already struggling 
in poverty stricken neighborhoods were now 
forced to find creative ways to earn an 
income, which often led to committing more 
crimes. This, in turn, led to more people 
being incarcerated and the creation of a 
police state in poor urban communities. 

The effects of the war on crime are 
still evident in urban classrooms. Students 
today have parents who felt the direct 
impacts of the time period. When dealing 
with a topic so close to home for so many 
people, it is important to navigate with care. 
The easiest way to do so is to connect it with 
something the kids are familiar with and 
enjoy on an overall level. 
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Implications 

The police state created a cultural 
stigma around black people. The idea 
became that they were inherently violent, 
and inherently criminal. The advent of the 
gangsta rap genre created a caricature of 
what a Young Black Male from a poor, 
urban community should look like. 
Analyzing this persona gives a glimpse of 
what type of image the black community 
portrays and how that legacy has carried on 
to children today. 

When N.W.A released their debut 
album Straight Outta Compton in 1988, they 
addressed these issues. On the first track, the 
titular song, Ice Cube sings, 

“Straight outta Compton, crazy 
motherf****r named Ice Cube 
From the gang called N****z Wit 
Attitudes 
When I'm called off, I got a sawed 
off 
Squeeze the trigger, and bodies are 
hauled off” (Jackson, Carabby, 
Wright, & Jerald, 1988) 

 

The very first impression displayed here is 
glorification of intense violence. Ice Cube 
hailed from a community where this type of 
violence was not only familiar, but expected. 
The lyrics continue to tell a story where the 
men engage in more violence, as well as 
mentioning and advocating for illicit drug 
usage. 

 This impression is what Bryan 
McCann refers to as the popularization of 
criminality. McCann described the 

phenomenon that NWA popularized in 
saying, “The mark of criminality circulated 
in white civil society in ways that mobilized 
affect as fear of racialized bodies and 
communities, but NWA attracted affective 
investments from audiences with playful, 
even joyful performances of black 
criminality” (McCann, 2017, p. 36). NWA’s 
third track on the album, titled “Gangsta, 
Gangsta”, provided the framework for what 
they believed to be the experience of the 
black gangster growing up in urban Los 
Angeles, 

“Since I was a youth, I smoked weed 
out 
Now I'm the mothaf***a that you 
read about 
Takin' a life or two, that's what the 
hell I do (Jackson, Carabby, Wright, 
& Jerald, 1988)” 

 

The music is melodic, catchy and 
strikes the youth as fun. The men do not 
lament over their hardships. Instead, they 
create a larger than life personification of 
that hardship and market it as the authentic 
experience. All of the things that the 
establishment, be that the government or on 
a smaller scale the police, expected them to 
be was culminating in this persona.  

 Other rappers followed the same 
trend, personifying what they felt to be 
formative traits and experiences of growing 
up in an urban, black community. 2Pac was 
well known for his often depressingly honest 
depictions of day to day life. 

Very quickly, the message gangsta 
rappers sought to deliver became 
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problematic. Their representation of self and 
poignant resistance to violence challenged 
the authority of the establishment. This 
became evident as government agencies, 
namely the FBI, spoke out against the 
rappers’ music. 

The analysis of rap music allows 
students to engage with materials that may 
be familiar to them. They are interesting, 
and honest depictions of the ways in which 
the war on crime affected black America.  

The War on Crime stigmatized black 
communities and provided shallow 
justifications for racist generalizations of the 
community. Black families have since 
become known for single parent households, 
criminal activity and ex-convicts. While, 
statistically, many of these were realities for 
black families, public opinion fails to 
rationalize these connotations in light of the 
context of unfair and discriminatory legal 
malpractice. A community so 
disenfranchised struggled to break these 
stigmas under a system that did not allow 
them room to breathe. 

Gangsta rappers were not attempting 
to turn culture on its head, nor were they 
trying to redefine or correct the stigmas 
surrounding them. Instead, they provided 
social commentary on the persona they were 
expected to have and created the larger than 
life caricature of the black gangsta. This 
persona contributed to an overall fear of the 
black community. Tricia Rose writes in 
“Fear of a Black Planet” Rap Music and 
Black Cultural Politics in the 1990’s, “Rap 
music is fundamentally linked to a larger 

social constructions of Black culture as an 
internal threat to dominant American culture 
and social order” (Rose, 1991, p. 276).  To 
understand a diverse classroom it is 
imperative to uncover the layers of struggle 
that minorities face in America. Engaging 
and connecting with kids comes with this 
understanding. 
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Engaging Students through Cartoons, Characters, and Comics 

 

Jamie Megee 

 

Creating an environment in which 
students are constantly engaged in the 
content is something that first year and 
veteran teachers both struggle with. To 
combat this struggle, implementing different 
types of primary sources into our lessons 
would be useful. Walt Disney propaganda 
cartoons to be extremely interesting and 
found them to be useful in the classroom.  

Using sources such as animated 
cartoons, posters, and even feature films, 
can be a way to engage students in topics 
they may otherwise find boring or irrelevant. 
Using content from the Walt Disney 
Company would be a fantastic way to teach 
different topics. As documented in several 
biographies, the layout of certain parts of the 
Disney parks, and themes throughout the 
films, cartoons, and characters, Walt Disney 
was a huge patriot. Disney was a huge fan of 
the Revolutionary War period which many 
students find irrelevant. It happened so long 
ago, why does this matter? Why does this 
matter to me?   

 Answering these questions can be 
very difficult for the first-year teacher. Of 
course, educators in the field of social 
studies can agree that we have found 
something that has engaged us with the 
content. As a student, I remember finding 

films a very exciting way to engage in 
historical events, people, and themes. 

Historical Background  

“Movies can and do have tremendous 
influence in shaping young lives in the 
realm of entertainment towards the ideals 
and objectives of normal adulthood,” Walt 
Disney. The Walt Disney Company is 
generally associated with childrens’ movies, 
theme parks, and lovable iconic characters 
and the Walt Disney brand has been a 
consistent influence in American and global 
entertainment culture. During World War II, 
the Walt Disney Production Studio was one 
of the companies tasked with creating 
propaganda to enlist the American people 
into supporting the war effort on the home 
front. The Disney Production Studio took a 
firm anti-Nazi stance, evident in the 
animated shorts created during the era. One 
of their most influential and memorable 
pieces renowned worldwide was entitled 
Der Fuehrer’s Face. This cartoon aired in 
1942 and went on to win an Academy 
Award the following year. This film was 
widely accepted and enjoyed by many 
throughout America and around the world. 

Der Fuehrer’s Face was a cartoon 
primarily produced to promote American 
ideals about fighting the Nazis and how 
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Americans should feel about the war. This is 
an example of how the Disney Company 
was promoting American ideals since its 
earliest days. One of Disney’s most beloved 
characters, Donald Duck, finds himself 
waking up in a dystopian German town 
living as a Nazi and as a lover and supporter 
of Adolf Hitler. He lives a day in the life of 
a worker in a demanding factory forced to 
show his adoration of “der fuehrer” in a 
never ending wave of demanded heils to 
show the conditions of life in Germany 
during the war. Finally, Donald wakes up 
back in America surrounded by strong 
images of American patriotism and is 
thankful to be alive in the wonderful nation. 
This firm anti-Nazi stance helped push the 
Walt Disney brand into the spotlight and 
homes of Americans who had access to 
television or attended movies.  

The Walt Disney Production Studio 
was involved in the creation of different 
types of propaganda in support of America’s 
entrance into World War II. This helped 
rejuvenate the nation in a time when faith 
was fading. The Disney brand created pins, 
buttons, and patches for several branches of 
the military. They also designed paintings 
for airplanes based off of one of their newest 
characters: Dumbo the Flying Elephant. 
Because of all of this work in defense of the 
American cause, it is clear that Walt Disney 
Productions was promoting patriotism and 
freedom. At this time, the American people 
needed reassurance that the government and 
military were leading the United States to 
victory on the frontlines. 

According to historian John Wills, 
“Disney Culture promotes a distinctive 

fantasy and simulation, facilitated by media, 
technology, and control, and mass 
consumption.” This mass consumption is 
what would define Walt Disney Productions 
as the large corporate entertainment 
company it is today, but the support of the 
American cause during World War II would 
be what propelled them into the American 
household and global spotlight in their early 
days. This article will analyze the cultural 
impact of Disney Production Studios and its 
propulsion into the American mainstream by 
promoting the “ideal America/n” between 
the years 1939-1945 and into the modern 
era. At this time, the short form cartoon was 
becoming more easily accessible to families 
and Disney quickly grew into the multi-
faceted culture producer and influencer it is 
today. The Walt Disney Studios successfully 
created propaganda that pushed the brand 
into the cultural spotlight and helped launch 
it into having more influence in American 
culture. Walt Disney’s parks also represent 
the ideal America and helped to promote 
this message to a growing audience.  

 

Educational Application 

Because the Walt Disney Company 
is so widely renowned and beloved, using 
the content in the classroom to explain 
different themes would be beneficial and 
could reach almost every student in that 
class. With the growth of the Disney 
streaming service Disney +, the content is 
more accessible than ever. For example, a 
lesson around the issues of redlining could 
focus on the opening few scenes from “The 
Princess and the Frog.” This film shows two 
families, one white and rich and one black 
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and struggling. Visualizing this issue 
through a cartoon could help students see 
the differences in towns very close to each 
other, but separated by their economic or 
racial demographics.  

Using these films can also reach 
different themes in a way that makes them 
interesting for students. Themes such as 
determination, bravery, “doing the right 
thing,” “the importance of family,” “the 
importance of finding yourself.” All of these 
themes can be found in Disney movies and 
films. These themes are important to 
students in middle and high school because 
a lot of these things are what they are going 
through themselves. Connecting these 
themes to content can be difficult, but 
making those connections is what will bring 
students into the content and make it more 
relevant to them.  

Teachers can also use these films to 
go through historical periods. For example, 
using Mulan to discuss Chinese heritage 
could be a good way to introduce that topic. 
Of course, that film has its flaws (as all films 
do), but this could be a way to quickly 
introduce the topic. Also, you could use the 
films and its flaws at the end of the unit or 
lesson as a project. Students could rewrite 
parts of the film to make it more historically 
accurate. Taking films with flaws and 
turning it into a way for students to show 
their command of the content through 
editing or rewriting would be a great way to 
assess student learning while also keeping 
them engaged in the content.  

Something that could be used more 
frequently, though, would be the propaganda 
that the Walt Disney company created 

during World War II. This propaganda could 
be used in a Document Based Question. 
Having links to videos to analyze in a DBQ 
would also be a very engaging and different 
way to analyze documents. Seeing their 
favorite characters in a different setting may 
take some getting used to, but it would be a 
good way to get students involved in a 
DBQ. Of course, this is not their favorite 
task, but if we add different styles of 
documents such as comics, cartoons, and 
animated characters.  

As educators, it is our responsibility 
to engage students in content that may not 
seem relevant or exciting to students. Using 
different sources such as cartoons, comics, 
or other characters that students are used to 
is a great way of connecting with content. 
There are several applications for using 
Disney films and cartoons. Using these in 
the classroom to teach themes could be 
helpful in connecting with students about 
problems or challenges they may be facing 
in their daily lives. This is not so much a 
content based connection, but this could 
help students understand more of what 
they’re going through.  

 Content wise, there are also several 
different applications. Using the films to 
discuss histories of different areas or 
cultures could be a way to introduce the 
topic at the beginning of a unit. Following a 
unit with a film could be beneficial if 
students were asked to change the film to 
make it more accurate. Disney’s propaganda 
films created during World War II would be 
appropriate to use in a document based 
question or for a primary source analysis 
activity. This could be a way to get students 
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to practice this skill with something they 
seem more familiar with.  
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The Lavender Scare: A Hidden Era of anti-LGBTQ+ Lies, Fear, and 
Persecution 

 

Ryan Pierson 

 

Starting in the 1950s, in an unsubstantiated 
panic parallel to the Red Scare, known as 
the Lavender Scare, several thousands of 
LGBTQ+ people were fired or intimidated 
into resigning from jobs in the federal 
government. Because LGBTQ+ people were 
seen as “sex perverts” and security risks, 
they were banned from federal employment 
in 1953. What followed was years of 
persecution on the basis of their sexual 
orientation, ruining their careers, often 
outing them, and sometimes even driving 
them to suicide.  Given the lingering effects 
of the Cold War-era discriminatory 
practices, the federal government’s failure to 
compensate for its wrongdoing is 
particularly egregious.  It is important to 
come to terms with the implications of this 
witch hunt and its long-term effects on 
LGBTQ+ American lives. During the 
Lavender Scare, the United States 
government committed a blatant violation of 
the 14th Amendment by systemically 
targeting LGBTQ+ American government 
workers on the basis of their sexual 
orientation, setting the precedent for modern 
employment discrimination and lack of 
government protections for LGBTQ+ 
people.   

 

Figure 1: Perverts Called Government Peril.  19 
April 1960.  New York Times.  
https://www.nytimes.com/1950/04/19/archives/perver
ts-called-government-peril-gabrielson-gop-chief-
says-they-are.html   

Although living in a heteronormative society 
has never been easy for LGBTQ+ people, 
the Lavender Scare represented a particular 
harmful manifestation of anti-LGBTQ+ 
bigotry fueled by fear that they were traitors.  
During the Cold War, when tensions with 
the Soviet Union were at an all-time high, 
fear of Communism ran rampant in 
America.  Communism was seen as counter-
culture in America, as was homosexuality, 
so the two were often linked.  Additionally, 
people believed that LGBTQ+ people were 
vulnerable to blackmail because they feared 
their sexuality being exposed (Gleason, 
2017).  The first NSA defection proved to 
fuel the fire by acting as supposed evidence.  
When cryptologists Bernon F. Mitchell and 

https://www.nytimes.com/1950/04/19/archives/perverts-called-government-peril-gabrielson-gop-chief-says-they-are.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1950/04/19/archives/perverts-called-government-peril-gabrielson-gop-chief-says-they-are.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1950/04/19/archives/perverts-called-government-peril-gabrielson-gop-chief-says-they-are.html
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William H. Martin left the NSA to work 
with the Soviet Union in September 1960, 
they became symbols of one of Americans’ 
worst fears- disloyal Americans aiding the 
Soviet Union.  Because they were accused 
of being gay, the situation was further 
complicated.  Although there was no 
evidence for this accusation, the hatred 
Americans had for these two men extended 
to all LGBTQ+ folks (“The First NSA 
Defection,” 2013).  In keeping with a 
traditional facet of bigotry, all members of 
the marginalized group were held 
responsible for the actions of a few.  This 
fueled the assumption that all LGBTQ+ 
people were unfit to serve in the State 
Department or other government positions.  
As demonstrated by the news article above, 
sensational headlines perpetuated these 
myths in an effort to try to convince 
Americans that the federal persecution of 
LGBTQ+ people was necessary for national 
security.   

 

Figure 2: C.D Bachelor.  31 March 1950.  
Washington Times Herald.  

https://pbs.twimg.com/media/Cgzgel0WYAAy4FF.jpg  

As much as some government 
officials fed anti-LGBTQ+ narratives to the 

people, the people also put pressure on the 
government.  In the 1950s, the US 
government faced immense pressure from 
its citizens to expose information regarding 
findings of LGBTQ+ workers in the State 
Department.  The cartoonist who created the 
above political cartoon accused Truman of 
duplicity, claiming that he had extensive 
knowledge of “traitors and queers in [his] 
administration” but refused to share this 
information with the American people.  
Americans largely viewed LGBTQ+ people 
as security risks so any action by the 
government seen as protecting them, such as 
not releasing information about their 
employment in the government, was viewed 
as support for a dangerous group.   

Additionally, there was also general 
hatred for LGBTQ+ folks, as there has been 
throughout the history of the world in 
certain cultures.  The artist uses the term 
“queers” to refer to LGBTQ+ people, which, 
although it has developed to have varying 
connotations, was distinctly a slur at this 
time.  This confirms the homophobic 
viewpoints of the author and the general 
approval of anti-LGBTQ+ attitudes in 
American society.  At some points in 
American history, LGBTQ+ people have 
found ways to live out their identities, albeit 
covertly.  However, the 1950s was a time 
when suburbs bloomed, as did conformity in 
America.  Because being LGBTQ+ 
subverted the norm, those within the 
community were hated and even their 
private relations were seen as a risk to the 
social and moral order.    Given the fear and 
anger that permeated American society, the 
government felt empowered to persecute 
LGBTQ+ folks as they wished.  After all, 

https://pbs.twimg.com/media/Cgzgel0WYAAy4FF.jpg
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very few people would stand up for 
themselves or act as allies given the deeply 
homophobic culture, so the US government 
had no check on its power from the 
American people.  As a result, the Lavender 
Scare could bulldoze through the lives of 
LGBTQ+ people with very few obstacles in 
its path.   

 

Figure 3: If You Don’t Want a Man Let Him Go- 
Don’t Ruin His Entire Life in the Process.  17 April 
1965.  ABC News. 
https://s.abcnews.com/images/US/ABC_first_gay_rig
hts_protest_02_jef_150417_4x3_992.jpg  

During the Lavender Scare, 
LGBTQ+ people were not just fired; their 
lives were ruined, as explained by the sign 
carried by a protester in a march in front of 
the white house against the mistreatment of 
LGBTQ+ federal workers.  After the 
passage of Executive Order 10450, which 
banned all people deemed security risks 
including “homosexuals” from working in 
the government or for government 
contractors, LGBTQ+ people found their 
lives forever changed.  The US government 
understood that LGBTQ+ people were 
deathly afraid of being out because it could 
mean institutionalization, rejection, 
ostracization, or violence.  Hence, those who 
were suspected or known to be gay were 

often interrogated and threatened, their 
strength broke down until they resigned out 
of fear and intimidation.  Others who did not 
resign were not only fired but sometimes 
outed to their families (Gleason, 2017).  
Without due process, they were deprived of 
their lives as they had known them and their 
liberty to keep their personal relationships 
private.  They were also deprived of their 
economic well-being; many LGBTQ+ 
people found themselves unable to find a job 
in the government sector.  Those who were 
forced out of the military often received 
dishonorable discharges, impacting their 
abilities to find any well-paying job.  Even 
as American citizens, they were denied 
access to jobs, military service, and privacy, 
all of which are crucial aspects of life and 
liberty.  However, the US Government did 
not stop at simply violating LGBTQ+ 
people’s basic 14th Amendment rights; 
government officials also pushed some to 
suicide and then attempted to cover it up.  

 

Figure 4: Find Victim in Gas Filled Home.  8 
September 1954.  The Morning Herald, Uniontown, 
PA.   

Some LGBTQ+ folks, when faced with the 
decision between being outed or resigning to 
a life of economic difficulty and shame, 

https://s.abcnews.com/images/US/ABC_first_gay_rights_protest_02_jef_150417_4x3_992.jpg
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chose the only way out they could see: 
taking their own life.  The number of 
suicides linked to the Lavender Scare is 
difficult to estimate because the 
circumstances of these people’s deaths were 
largely kept secret.  Media would sometimes 
report deaths of federal workers but the 
cause of death was often omitted or if it was 
reported, the circumstances that caused it 
were not revealed.  For example, in the case 
of Andrew Ference shown above, a thirty-
four-year-old man who killed himself after 
two days of intense questioning that led to 
him admitting he was gay, his family was 
not made aware of the events that led to his 
death until two years after his passing  
(Johnson 159).  Any common newsreader 
would find no indication of government 
involvement with the above death because it 
was very explicitly excluded from the story.  
The fact that the government was averse to 
news of the reality of LGBTQ+ workers 
deaths being revealed, suggests that it knew 
on some level that its policies were partially 
responsible for them.  After all, while there 
was minimal mainstream resistance to the 
Lavender Scare, the grassroots movement 
against it could potentially grow if it was 
revealed that the government essentially 
blackmailed people into committing suicide.  

 

Figure 5: State Maps of Laws and Policies: 
Employment.  28 January 2019.  Human Rights 
Campaign.  https://www.hrc.org/state-
maps/employment  

While the anti-LGBTQ+ bans in 
federal organizations were officially ended 
in 1995, LGBTQ+ workers are far from 
protected.  American homophobia has 
shifted away from anti-Communist fervor 
and towards general bigotry often with a 
religious veil.  Although the specific 
motives are different, it all comes from the 
same root: disgust or fear of those who are 
different.  This prejudice still has far-
reaching effects for LGBTQ+ people and for 
some it may feel as if the Lavender Scare 
never really ended.  Only 21 states and DC, 
shown in dark purple, protect against 
employment discrimination on the basis of 
sexual orientation and gender identity, while 
8 states, shown in medium purple, protect 
against employment discrimination on these 
bases for public employees only, and 4 
states, shown in light purple, protect against 
employment discrimination for public 
employees only on the basis of sexual 
orientation.  This means that in 17 states, 
shown in gray, there are no protections for 
any LGBTQ+ workers and workers in the 
private sector are not protected in 29 states 
(Human Rights Campaign).  In many places 
in America, LGBTQ+ people can still be 
fired for living openly.  This situation 
sounds eerily familiar to the days of the 
Lavender Scare in which LGBTQ+ people 
could only be open about their identities in 
largely underground groups.  Evidently, the 
fervor that created anti-LGBTQ+ legislation 
during the Lavender Scare has left a legacy 
of anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment in the realm of 
employment protections.   

https://www.hrc.org/state-maps/employment
https://www.hrc.org/state-maps/employment
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State governments and employers 
across the nation continue to violate the 14th 
amendment similar to the federal 
government during the Lavender Scare.  
Civil Rights law has improved since the 
Lavender Scare, but LGBTQ+ workers in 
the Midwest and Southeast have not been 
able to enjoy the fruits of these 
improvements.  The 14th Amendment 
guarantees that all people should be equally 
protected under the law.  Yet, LGBTQ+ 
people are denied employment protections 
under the Civil Rights Act of 1964 which 
explicitly outlaws discrimination on the 
basis of, among other factors, sex  
(History.com).  Given that the Supreme 
Court ruled in 1989 that discrimination on 
the basis of sex stereotyping is 
discrimination on the basis of sex, LGBTQ+ 
people should be protected (Gulati, 2003).  
After all, the idea that a woman should love 
a man and vice versa is one of the most 
prevalent sex stereotypes, and LGBTQ+ 
people face discrimination for subverting 
that stereotype.  The law clearly spells out 
protections for many groups of people and 
LGBTQ+ people should be included.  States 
that refuse LGBTQ+ people protection 
under these laws are violating the 14th 
Amendment because they are denying them 
equal protection under the law, despite the 
fact that they are rightful citizens of the 
United States.  Clearly, the hatred and 
aversion to change that fueled the Lavender 
Scare and the 14th Amendment violations 
that resulted from it are still alive and well 
in present-day America, exemplified by the 
striking lack of employment protections for 
LGBTQ+ people.  

During the Lavender Scare, the US 
government deprived LGBTQ+ workers of 
their life and liberty without due process by 
firing, blackmailing, and outing them, hence 
violating the 14th Amendment.  The anti-
LGBTQ+ sentiment that fueled the 
Lavender Scare has evolved to cause 
continuing employment discrimination 
today.  
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https://www.nyulawreview.org/issues/volume-78-number-6/the-use-of-gender-loaded-identities-in-sex-stereotyping-jurisprudence/
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Dungeons & Dragons 

 

Sean Demarest 

 

Dungeons & Dragons (or D&D) is a 
role-playing game invented by Gary Gygax 
and first published by TSR in 1974. To 
those that have never played it must look so 
strange. There is no board and weird multi-
sided dice. The game allows each player to 
come up with their own character and go on 
adventures in a fantasy world. Their 
characters choose between a race and a class 
(common races being humans, elves and 
dwarves and class being essentially jobs like 
barbarian, cleric or wizard). A Dungeon 
Master (commonly referred to as the DM) 
serves as the game's referee, storyteller and 
essentially creator of the world the game 
occurs. They maintain the setting in which 
the adventures take place and play the role 
of the inhabitants of the game world. The 
characters form a party and they interact 
with the setting's inhabitants and each other. 
Rolling different numbered sided dice, they 
work together to solve puzzles, battle 
monsters, and gather treasure and 
knowledge. The more they play; the 
characters earn experience points (referred 
to as XP) in order to rise in levels. As they 
rise in levels their characters become 
increasingly powerful over a series of 
separate gaming sessions. 

During the 1980s a fear swept over 
the United States and other parts of the 
western world of an evil that was considered 

a threat to all Americans, but especially the 
American youth. No, this threat was not the 
Soviet Union and their nuclear arsenal; it 
was Satan himself. The Satanic Panic took 
place mostly in the 1980s but has early roots 
in the mid-1970s. It was a response by 
concerned parents and conservative groups 
to what they saw as a corruption of the 
youth by different aspects of popular 
culture. The notion of “we must protect 
women and children” became prevalent in 
society and among lawmakers (Jenkins, 
2006, pg. 271). This movement offered 
many scandalous images for the media to 
terrify the people with. Big name news 
personalities, such as Geraldo Rivera 
hopped on the topic with his two-hour 
program, Devil Worship: Exposing Satan’s 
Underground. It seems almost every level of 
news from the local paper to the nationally 
televised 60 Minutes ran segments and 
articles on the dangers threatening youth. 
The common images of “children and 
teenagers being stalked by sex rings, 
seduced by drug dealers… and [being] 
ensnared by evil cults” (Jenkins, 2006, pg. 
129) filled the airways. Concerns about cults 
and satanic influence over the youth greatly 
increased by the mid-1970s. For some this 
eventually devolved into a fear of actual 
satanic cults and a hysteria not seen since 
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and often compared to the Salem Witch 
Trials. 

Parents looked for anything they 
could blame for what they saw as corruption 
of the youth. One of their biggest targets 
was in fact the game Dungeons & Dragons. 
Many crimes and suicides were blamed on 
the game. The original being the 
disappearance of seventeen-year-old college 
student, James Dallas Egbert the III, which 
Private Investigator William Dear would say 
was caused by the boy’s obsession with 
Dungeons & Dragons. Egbert was 
eventually found in Louisiana (after an 
attempted suicide) and returned to his 
family. He would later die by suicide on 
August 16, 1980. Dear wrote a book about 
his investigation of Egbert’s disappearance 
in 1984 and wrote many more stories about 
his other investigations. His latest book 
published in 2012 O.J. Is Innocent and I 
Can Prove It, argues that O.J. Simpson’s son 
killed Nicole Simpson and Ron Goldman 
(Ewalt, 2014). 

For almost the entirety of Dungeons 
&Dragons’ shelf life it had a connection 
with the lonely outsider. This is what also 
pushed players of this game away from the 
mainstream and made it a “cultural bugaboo 
- seen, along with Satanism and heavy metal 
music, as a corrupter of youth” (Ewalt, 
2014, pg. 157). Which is why the irony of it 
being used in the classroom should not be 
lost on anyone. A role-playing game that 
was once feared and banned from several 
schools being used to teach is genuinely 
funny. 

How can Dungeons & Dragons be 
used in a classroom? The question is, how 

can it not? The game is built around working 
together with others to solve a problem. 
Most Dungeons & Dragons games are really 
an extended exercise in problem-solving—
just with the most zany, mind-bending 
problems you never imagined you’d face. 
These challenges can be anything from 
fighting a horde of zombie hamsters or 
convincing a giant not to step on you. A 
creative teacher can use this set up to sneak 
a lesson into the game. For example, say 
during the game the students’ characters go 
into a dungeon and need to solve a puzzle to 
get inside. This puzzle could be math 
equations or even chemistry related 
questions. Another example could be that 
students’ characters help reform the 
government of a small town after a dragon 
attack. This will allow the class a chance to 
learn about basic civics. 

This may seem farfetched, but it has 
been done before. Ethan Schoonover is the 
Technical Director at the Lake Washington 
Girls Middle School (LWGMS) in Seattle. 
He is also the Dungeon Master of the 
Dungeons & Dragons club turned Dungeons 
& Dragons class.  Initially while playing 
Ethan would supplement math into the 
games, having students calculate their own 
modifiers, calculate the size of the chambers 
they were in and one example of them 
calculating the volume of the mist based on 
the size of the room and depth of the fog 
itself. He also sees the great potential in 
using the role-playing game to teach other 
subjects, such as history, ecology, political 
science, etc. (Knox, 2018)  
 Dungeons & Dragons may be the 
largest name in role-playing games, but it is 
far from the only one. Patriots, Loyalists, 
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and Revolution in New York City, 1775-
1776 is a roleplaying game used to teach 
pre-American Revolutionary war and the 
build up to the war. Students assume the 
roles of actual historic patriots, loyalists 
and moderates. The classroom is 
transformed into New York City in 1775, 
where Patriot and Loyalist forces fight for 
advantage among a divided populace. 
Confronted with issues like bribery, the 
loss of privacy, and collapsing economic 
opportunity along with ideological 
concerns like natural rights, the 
philosophical foundations of government, 
and differing definitions of tyranny, 
students witness how discontent can lead 
to outright revolt. It is just one of several 
Reacting to the Past games that take 
students into the past and try to interact 
with the content they are learning.  
 A similar approach to this can also 
be done with Dungeons & Dragons. The 
role play and basic gameplay mechanics 
of the game can be applied to practically 
any setting from a fantasy world of elves 
and dragons to the dangerous streets of the 
French Revolution. The idea of students 
embodying characters or historical figures 
can go very far in engaging students in the 
content. Is there a level of engagement 
higher than being in the content? That is 
what this role-playing gaming mechanic 
popularized by Dungeons & Dragons can 
offer a classroom.  

Role playing games such as 
Dungeons & Dragons and Reacting to the 
Past can be incredible tools for an 

educator to use. Giving their students a 
chance to either fully immerse themselves 
in the content or simply go on a fantasy 
journey with their lessons dropped in 
throughout. The irony that a game that 
was so feared a little over thirty years ago 
being used successfully in the classroom 
to promote hands on learning should not 
be lost. Using this game to fully dive into 
content should be used in every 
classroom. 
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How Important Were the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, Slave Revolts, and the 
Abolitionist Movement? 

 

Alan Singer 

 

The short answer, the wrong answer, 
is that the trans-Atlantic slave trade, slave 
revolts, and Abolitionist movements were 
not very important if high school students 
are preparing for the Advanced Placement® 
World History exam. 

Ways of the World, A Global History 
with Sources (4th edition, 2019) by Robert 
Strayer and Eric Nelson is the Bedford/St. 
Martin’s Advanced Placement® aligned 
global history textbook, although a small 
note on the back cover alerts purchasers that 
the College Board, the group that owns the 
AP® trademark and markets the tests for 
high school students, “does not endorse” the 
“product.” Ways of the World is over 1,200 
pages long, and although the authors cannot 
fit every piece of human history into one 
textbook, they certainly try. To help students 
and teachers decide what is important to 
know for the World History AP® test, pages 
are bordered with AP® exam tips, AP® 
“Digging Deeper” hints, and AP® analyzing 
evidence clues, themes, and comparison 
questions. In fact, overstressed students can 
probably skip the 1,200 pages of text and 
just look at the illustrations and the various 
“hints.” 

The big problem for me as a historian and 
teacher, with the textbook, the AP® test, and 
the entire AP® program, is that every event 
and piece of information in human history 
seems to get equal weight, although the 
authors manage to ignore the role of soccer 
(football) and other sports as examples of 
cultural diffusion and global integration. 
Major historical forces that receive short 
shrift because they are buried in chapters 
with otherwise unrelated material are trans-
Atlantic slave trade, slave revolts, and 
Abolitionist movements. 

On page 709, in a two-inch high box 
in the lower right-hand corner of the page 
labeled AP® Exam Tip, students learn that 
“The abolition of slavery in the Atlantic 
world is considered one of the greatest 
political and social achievements of the 
nineteenth century. This is an important 
turning point to take note of.” It is such a 
major event that it merits two and a half 
pages of text and approximately 1,500 
words. The textbook also has approximately 
two pages on the Haitian Revolution (703-
705), two charts on the volume of the trans-
Atlantic slave trade (637-b), and a sub-
chapter on “Commerce in People: The 
Transatlantic Slave System” (612-623) that 
includes a map of the Atlantic world with 
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slave trade routes, two graphs, three images, 
and a sub-section on the impact of the trans-
Atlantic slave trade on Africa.  

In the AP® Exam Tip box on page 
617 students are alerted to “Pay attention to 
this discussion of important factors in the 
development of the Atlantic slave trade.” 
However, coverage of the trans-Atlantic 
slave trade is imbedded in Chapter 14, 
Economic Transformations, Commerce and 
Consequences, 1450-1750 (pgs. 593-637). 
The chapter starts with details on “European 
and Asian Commerce” (594-603), “Silver 
and Global Commerce” (604-607), and “Fur 
in Global Commerce” (607-612), before the 
slave trade is introduced and covered as just 
another example of expanding global 
commerce. The chapter ends with a 
“Reflections” section comparing economic 
globalization in the past with the present. 
Missing is any discussion of capitalism as a 
transformative force in global history, the 
way the trans-Atlantic slave created the 
conditions for 19th century European 
imperialism and colonization in Africa, and 
the role played by the trans-Atlantic slave 
trade and the sale of slave produced 
commodities in developing the political, 
financial, and commercial institutions, the 
infrastructure, and the accumulation of 
capital that made possible the Industrial 
Revolution and European dominance over 
much of the rest of the world. 

There are several other major 
educational and historical problems with the 
way Ways of the World presents the trans-
Atlantic slave trade, slavery and slave 
rebellions. More than half of the pages in the 
sub-chapter “Commerce in People: The 

Trans-Atlantic Slave System” are used to 
discuss the whether the “Atlantic World” is 
a meaningful concept, early enslavement of 
Slavic people, the Islamic slave trade, and 
slavery in pre-Columbian Africa. However, 
in one paragraph on page 616 students do 
learn that “The slave system that emerged in 
the Americas was distinctive in several 
ways,” including its size, inherited status, 
and race. Apparently, these distinctions are 
so important that they merit two sidebars, 
one calling for students to compare different 
systems of enslavement and another asking 
them to analyze evidence in a picture. 

Information on slave revolts is 
scattered and initially minimal. On page 619 
students learn that “about 10 percent of the 
transatlantic voyages experienced a major 
rebellion by desperate captives, and 
resistance continued in the Americas, taking 
a range of forms from surreptitious 
slowdowns of work to outright rebellion.” 
Chapter 16, “Atlantic Revolutions, Global 
Echoes, 1750-1900” (691-733), opens by 
stating “The Haitian Revolution was part of 
and linked to a much larger set of upheavals 
that shook both sides of the Atlantic world 
between 1775 and 1825” (691). On page 704 
students are told that in Haiti “something 
remarkable and unprecedented had taken 
place, a revolution unique in the Atlantic 
world and in world history,” yet this 
“remarkable and unprecedented” event 
merits only two and a half pages, much of it 
centered on the horrors of the revolution and 
its destructiveness. 

In the same chapter, Ways of the 
World’s authors finally address the 
movement to abolish slavery, another 
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“remarkable transformation” in human 
affairs. Because of space, the section 
conflates two different movements, 
opposition to the trans-Atlantic slave trade 
and opposition to slavery, into one. While 
the chapter credits slave revolts for their role 
in propelling abolition, it does not explain 
how and why the abolitionist movement was 
finally successful. Much credit is given to 
“Enlightenment thinkers” and religious 
dissenters, but economic transformation in 
Europe and the United States brought about 
by the Industrial Revolution is ignored. 

As a historian in a teacher education 
certification program, I evaluate student 
transcripts to see if they meet minimum state 
certification requirements for social studies. 

New York State requires a minimum of two 
courses in American history, two courses in 
Western Civilization (European history), 
and two courses in “Non-Western” history 
(something other than the United States and 
Western Europe). In recent years more high 
schools are offering and more students are 
taking AP® history classes using textbooks 
like Ways of the World. Unfortunately, many 
students use AP credit to substitute for 
genuine college history classes where they 
actually analyze historical events and trends. 
Textbooks like Ways of the World and the 
proliferation of AP® courses that focus on 
memorizing minutiae and test prep may also 
explain why students don’t want to major in 
history when they get to college. 
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From the Roundtable:  

Lessons in Civic Action Education from the National 4-H Conference 

 

Julianna Ezzo 

 

Talking to high schoolers about sex is most 
adults’ worst nightmare.  Now, imagine that 
you were tasked with talking about sex, and 
issues like dating violence and sexual 
assault, with teenagers, and that these teens 
were all from different states, both red and 
blue.  Pretty stressful, right?  Differences in 
background, though, are not this groups’ 
only challenge.  Imagine that you, as the 
leader of this group, only have about 
fourteen hours of instructional time with 
these youth before they present their ideas to 
the federal government in an hour long 
illustrated-talk-style presentation, followed 
by another hour-long question and answer 
period.  The stakes just got a bit higher, did 
they not?   

While this may seem like a scenario 
that was destined for chaos, this was my 
reality as a Collegiate Facilitator at the 2019 
National 4-H Conference.  I was handed 
twelve youth, from twelve different states, 
and after meeting on Sunday, my delegates 
presented to the Family and Youth Services 
Bureau (FYSB), which falls under the 
Administration for Children and Families 
within the United States Department of 
Health and Human Services, on Tuesday.  In 
the sessions leading up to the presentation, 
the Healthy Relationships Roundtable was 

asked, by the FYSB, to discuss the 
characteristics of healthy and unhealthy 
relationships, the challenges and strategies 
youth use when discussing, refusing, and 
negotiating intimacy with peers, the 
motivations of and factors that contribute to 
youth becoming intimate and abstaining 
from intimacy, and the emotions associated 
with the pressures to either become or 
withhold from intimacy.  After answering all 
of these questions, youth then designed 
model materials and programming initiatives 
for the FYSB.  Needless to say, the youth of 
the Healthy Relationships Roundtable 
worked hard to not only answer all of the 
challenge questions posed to them by the 
FYSB, but also create and generate the 
specific materials and aids that they thought 
would best assist the federal government in 
discussing sex with teenagers.   

For those unfamiliar with 4-H, you 
might be wondering just what this program 
is and how exactly it has access to US 
federal employees.  And for those who are 
vaguely familiar with 4-H, you are probably 
wondering why these farm kids are talking 
about healthy relationships and not their 
cows.  The answer to these questions lies in 
4-H’s history, as it is a product of the 
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Progressive Era and a long-time advocate of 
the “learn by doing” educational approach.  
 
 
4-H: A Brief History of America’s 
Largest Youth Development Program 

4-H members, often referred to as 4-
Hers, frequently recite the phrase “Green 
Since 1902” when discussing the history of 
4-H in the United States.  1902 is the year 
that AB Graham started hosting 
experimental and agricultural youth club 
meetings in Ohio.  Graham was inspired by 
Liberty Hyde Bailey, of Cornell University, 
who used funds from New York’s land grant 
college to better educate rural youth on 
agricultural topics.  The Morrill Act of 1862 
established land grant universities in each 
state, which were tasked with improving 
both general education and the agricultural 
and mechanical arts.  Bailey then used New 
York’s land grant university as an avenue to 
reach youth, which inspired Graham.  By 
having his young club members participate 
in hands-on, experimental activities, 
Graham’s agricultural clubs became the 
personification of John Dewey’s 
“progressive education,” as club members 
were learning by doing (Wessel & Wessel, 
1982, pp. 2-4).  
 Local agricultural clubs, like 
Graham’s, remained largely unregulated for 
the next twelve years; the Smith-Lever Act 
would change that.  As youth agricultural 
clubs popped up throughout the country, the 
US Department of Agriculture (USDA) took 
note of the work they did.  The USDA, at 
this point, was “stymied by adult farmers,” 
as they were unwilling to alter their 
agricultural methods and move “toward 

mechanized, industry-backed” agricultural 
practices (Rosenberg, 2016, p. 6).  To get 
rural communities to improve their 
agricultural methods, the USDA believed 
they needed to bypass stubborn farmers who 
were unwilling to change.  Thus, with the 
passage of the Smith Lever Act in 1914, 
Congress provided both its support and 
funds through the USDA’s Cooperative 
Extension Service (CES) (Rosenberg, 2016, 
p. 6; Wessel & Wessel, 1982, p. 25).  The 
agricultural club movement, which had 
already begun to brand itself under the name 
4-H, now had a permanent home within the 
CES, where it received funds from the US 
government, direction and educational 
materials from the USDA, and reach across 
the country through the nation-wide network 
of land grant colleges (Wessel & Wessel, 
1982, p. 25).  This unique structure, with the 
US government at the top, would allow 
these simple agricultural clubs to develop 
into a nation-wide organization. 
 As Tracy S. Hoover, Jan F. Scholl, 
Anne H. Dunigan, and Nadezhda 
Mamontova argue in “A Historical Review 
of Leadership Development in the FFA and 
4-H,” 4-H moved away from simply 
educating children on the best, most 
effective agricultural techniques.  4-H 
blossomed into a youth development 
organization through its learning by doing 
approach.  4-Hers were tasked with working 
with their peers, mentoring younger club 
members, and demonstrating their skills to 
others (Hoover, Scholl, Dunigan, & 
Mamontova, 2007, pp. 100 & 102).  In 4-H, 
learning about leadership happened 
naturally, as 4-Hers gained experience and 
expertise in the project area they chose.  4-
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H’s metamorphosis, from local agricultural 
clubs into the national youth development 
and leadership program which Hoover, 
Scholl, Dunigan, and Mamontova describe, 
is seen today at all levels of the program, 
including at the national level, through 
events like National 4-H Conference.  
 
Why Healthy Relationships: An 
Explanation of National 4-H Conference  
 According to the Iowa 4-H 
Foundation’s website, National 4-H 
Conference started in 1927 as the National 
4-H Club Camp.  The organizers of the first-
ever National 4-H Club Camp aimed to 
provide its delegates with the opportunity 
for the “development of leadership, 
recreation, and citizenship” (Iowa 4-H 
Foundation, 2012).  In 1927, the main goals 
of the program were to “bring together the 
most outstanding club members, and give 
them an opportunity to exchange ideas that 
they might share in their communities (Iowa 
4-H Foundation, 2012).  While the venue 
may have changed – the delegates of the 
1927 National 4-H Club Camp slept in tents 
on the National Mall, while today’s 
delegates stay at the National 4-H 
Conference Center in Chevy Chase, 
Maryland – the goals of the modern 
National 4-H Conference have changed very 
little overtime.  According to 4-H’s website, 
National 4-H Conference gives “4‑H 
youth… the opportunity to engage in 
personal development experiences that 
increase their knowledge, resources, and 
skills while discussing topics affecting youth 
and 4‑H programming nationwide” 
(National 4-H Council, 2019).  Thus, while 
the delegates learn a lot, both through their 

pre-conference research and on-site 
activities, delegates “are empowered to 
create positive social change in their 
communities and have the opportunity to 
practice and apply their skills in a real-world 
setting” through the roundtable and federal 
briefing experiences (National 4-H Council, 
2019).  In fact, many delegates will be 
challenged, by their state 4-H program 
leader, to bring what they have learned 
home, and educate their community on their 
roundtable topic and/or attempt to 
implement some of the solutions which the 
roundtable thought of while generating their 
presentation.   

The roundtable topics for National 4-
H Conference can be almost anything.  In 
my five years at the event, my topics were 
distracted driving (in 2014 and 2015), 
physical activity and exercise (in 2017), 
vocational job availability (in 2018), and 
healthy relationships (in 2019).  These, 
though, were just the topics with which I 
was personally involved.  My co-facilitators, 
many of whom also returned to this event 
multiple times, facilitated roundtables 
dealing with other “hot button” issues 
including the opioid crisis, mental health, 
bullying and cyber bullying, alternative 
energy resources, and emergency 
preparedness.  Just like 4-H had expanded 
its programming throughout its existence to 
include much more than, as the saying goes, 
“cooking and cows,” National 4-H 
Conference expanded its programming as 
well, while retaining the program-wide 
“learn by doing” approach which Hoover, 
Scholl, Dunigan, and Mamontova discuss.  
At National 4-H Conference, youth voice 
matters, and youth are empowered by the 
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opportunity they have to share their ideas 
with those in positions of power.   
 
Action Civics in Public Education: A 
Summary and Evaluation of Generation 
Citizen 

As Alexander Pope, Laurel Stolte, 
and Alison K. Cohen demonstrate in their 
article, Closing the Civic Engagement Gap: 
The Potential of Action Civics, educational 
civic opportunities are not limited to 4-Hers.  
In their article, Pope, Stolte, and Cohen 
discuss Generation Citizen, an action civics 
program designed for public education, 
which they describe as being “action-
oriented, community-based, and student-
centered” (Pope, Stolte, & Cohen, 2011, p. 
265).  The Generation Citizen framework is 
pretty simple: students chose an issue of 
importance, research how to take action, and 
then take the action that they determined 
would lead them to success (Pope, Stolte, & 
Cohen, 2011, p. 266).  More specifically, 
though, Generation Citizen is based upon 
this idea that “[s]tudents take charge of their 
learning,” as the process is only facilitated 
by the classroom teacher and a Generation 
Citizen collegiate volunteer (Pope, Stolte, & 
Cohen, 2011, p. 265).  This type of 
“[s]tudent-centered, project-based learning,” 
according to Pope, Stolte, and Cohen, 
“improves student motivation, knowledge 
retention, understanding, enthusiasm, and 
appreciation of material” (Pope, Stolte, & 
Cohen, 2011, p. 265).  Then, by having 
students carry out their action strategies, 
educators give their students the opportunity 
to “[take] real-world action on their issue of 
interest” and develop key life skills, like 
“oral and written persuasive 

communication” (Pope, Stolte, & Cohen, 
2011, p. 265).   

One of Generation Citizen’s 
strengths is that it allows students to choose 
the “important local community issues” that 
they will attempt to remedy (Pope, Stolte, & 
Cohen, 2011, p. 265).  Giving students this 
choice is inherently engaging, as they get to 
pursue an issue they care about.  Another 
strength, which Pope, Stolte, and Cohen 
discuss early in their piece, is Generation 
Citizen’s “ability to work within the public 
education system” as it is “aligned with state 
education standards in history, 
English/language arts, and civics for each 
state in which it operates” (Pope, Stolte, & 
Cohen, 2011, p. 265).  Not only has 
Generation Citizen’s compatibility with state 
standards made it so the program has gained 
“credibility and validity [within] the 
curriculum among school administrators and 
teachers, thereby increasing the likelihood of 
program uptake,” it has also made it so 
educators can better justify spending an 
extensive amount of class time on one 
topic/project (Pope, Stolte, & Cohen, 2011, 
p. 265).   

While it has its strengths, one of the 
inherent weaknesses of Generation Citizen 
is that its youth participants may not have 
their solutions or ideas heard by anyone who 
could implement major change.  Take, for 
example, two of Pope, Stolte, and Cohen’s 
four case studies.  In the first case study, 
students in Rhode Island attempted to 
change their school district’s busing system 
by having members of their community sign 
a petition.  Their efforts, based upon Pope, 
Stolte, and Cohen’s description, received no 
response from local officials, who could 
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have changed the disliked busing system 
(Pope, Stolte, & Cohen, 2011, pp. 265-266).  
Pope, Stolte, and Cohen argue that the 
students’ experience was still valuable 
because it forced them to conduct “extensive 
research” which utilized “their critical 
analysis and higher-order thinking skills,” 
think cross-curricularly because their 
solution involved math and economics, and 
improve their “persuasive communication 
skills as they prepared to engage with 
governmental officials” and peers about 
their cause (Pope, Stolte, & Cohen, 2011, p. 
266).  Undoubtedly, the development of 
those skills has value; however, it is 
disheartening for students to put in all this 
effort, to create petitions and conduct 
economic analyses, for their project to be 
overlooked by those in charge.   

The students in a separate case study 
had it even worse, as their project, which 
involved advocating on behalf of keeping 
their specialty high schools open, was 
disregarded, and their schools were closed 
(Pope, Stolte, & Cohen, 2011, p. 267).  
Pope, Stolte, and Cohen are excited by this; 
they believe that students learned, through 
this failure, “that political change is difficult, 
and does not come overnight” and 
“hypothesize that the lessons learned from 
this experience will inform and motivate 
civic engagement and civic action in the 
future” (Pope, Stolte, & Cohen, 2011, p. 
267).  While these lessons are, of course, 
valuable, the students who lost their school 
were, most likely, devastated that their 
project did not work and that their multi-
media campaign was ignored.  There must 
be a way for students to still learn these 
lessons – that political change is difficult 

and that it does not happen overnight – 
while allowing students to feel empowered, 
and have their solutions heard by people 
who could implement their ideas and/or 
participate in the initiatives that they 
develop.  Here, then, is where the idea for a 
hybrid program, that takes the strengths of 
Generation Citizen and combines it with 
those of National 4-H Conference, emerges 
into an ideal civic action program for public 
education that empowers youth.   
 
A Merger: Student Choice of Generation 
Citizen with The Youth Empowerment of 
National 4-H Conference 
 One of Generation Citizen’s biggest 
strengths, as established, is that it allows 
students to choose an issue in which they are 
interested.  That, plus its close alignment 
with state curriculums and standards, have 
made it gain popularity amongst educators.  
The student choice found with Generation 
Citizen differs from that of National 4-H 
Conference, where youth only get to select 
their top three favorite topics from the list of 
roundtables, which was determined in 
advance by the federal partners.  This 
process, due to limited space in each 
roundtable and the finite number of 
facilitators, can leave delegates with a topic 
about which they are not passionate.  One of 
Generation Citizen’s weaknesses, though, is 
that the students can be left without their 
ideas being actualized or recognized.  While 
Pope, Stolte, and Cohen feel this is valuable, 
because youth are still enhancing critical 
thinking and communicative skills while 
also experiencing the woes of the 
democratic process, it is disheartening that 
students may leave this experience feeling as 
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if their voice does not matter.  This, 
however, does not occur at National 4-H 
Conference, as all of the roundtables brief 
their federal agency, which makes delegates 
feel “empowered to create positive social 
change in their communities” because their 
thoughts were valued by federal employees 
(National 4-H Council, 2019).   
 This guaranteed feeling of 
empowerment is something that Generation 
Citizen cannot promise its participants; 
however, merging the Generation Citizen 
program model with that of National 4-H 
Conference assures that all students 
experience it.  To ensure that students can 
both chose an issue of value in their 
community and have an opportunity to share 
their projects with someone who can assist 
them in either further implementing their 
ideas or affecting change, the following 
sequence of events would be followed.  
Students would complete the Generation 
Citizen program following the basic model 
shared above, where students chose an issue 
of importance, research how to take action, 
and then take the action they determined 
would lead them to success (Pope, Stolte, & 
Cohen, 2011, p. 266).  By having students 
follow these steps, the previously 
determined benefits of Generation Citizen 
programming, including student choice and 
the connections to the curriculum, remain 
intact.   

After completing these steps, 
students monitor the success of their projects 
for a given period of time determined by the 
teacher.  Students then, in accordance with 
the National 4-H Conference model of civic 
education, present their ideas to others.  To 
make this presentational experience most 

impactful and empowering, it is encouraged 
that educators try to involve community 
members, including students’ families and 
local government officials – like the town’s 
mayor and county freeholders – in this 
presentation.  In a science-fair-like set-up, 
community members, including these 
invited local politicians, would circulate 
from one group of students to the other, 
asking them about the issue they chose, how 
they attempted to remedy it, and the 
outcome, if any, of their work.  Ending the 
Generation Citizen project with a National 
4-H Conference briefing-like presentation 
enables students to both learn the lessons 
associated with a failed project – that 
political change is difficult and far from 
instantaneous – while still leaving the 
experience empowered, as people within 
their hometown, and those governing their 
community, were interested in their work 
and valued their attempt to better the 
community. 
 
To Make the Best Better 
 As evident by their article, Pope, 
Stolte, and Cohen (2011) believe that the 
Generation Citizen program is an excellent 
framework through which students can take 
on an active citizenship role in their 
communities.  In accordance with the 4-H 
motto, to make the best better, this article 
aimed to, after establishing the history of 
both 4-H and National 4-H Conference, 
evaluate and then improve upon the existing 
Generation Citizen framework, and make it 
better.  By applying the presentational 
aspect associated with National 4-H 
Conference to the Generation Citizen 
framework, a new civic action educational 
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model emerges, one where students not only 
have a choice in their “hot button” issue, but 
one where students leave the experience 
feeling empowered, despite the initial 
success or failure of their brainstormed 
solutions.   

At the end of their article, Pope, 
Stolte, and Cohen state that “schools can 
empower the next generation of young 
people in figuring out how to make a 
difference” by giving “renewed attention to 
civic knowledge, skills, motivation, and 
participation” (Pope, Stolte, & Cohen, 2011, 
p. 268).  The original Generation Citizen 
model, undoubtedly “empowered” teens by 
helping them figure out how they can make 
a difference, but their experience may not 
have been empowering, depending on the 
success and reception of their projects.  The 
hybrid framework, though, allows for 
instantaneous empowerment, through the 
presentation to the community, while also 
retaining the empowerment that comes with 
learning to take civic action.  Merging the 
two models together then truly is an attempt 
to make the best better, and demonstrates the 
benefit of sharing ideas between traditional, 
public education and cooperative extension 
education through 4-H programming.     
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The Impact of Eliminating the New York State Elementary Social Studies 
Assessment 

 

Scott Eckers 

 

High-stakes testing policies have 
reduced elementary-level instructional time 
for untested subjects, raising questions about 
the extent to which students’ content 
knowledge in social studies has been 
compromised. My research compared social 
studies assessment performance of two 
student cohorts from the same New York 
State school district, one required to take a 
state assessment (2009) and one eight years 
after its elimination (2017). Students in the 
later cohort produced significantly lower 
overall achievement scores and lower scores 
on most sections of the test, including skill-
based constructed-response items and four 
of five strands of social studies content 
tested with multiple choice items. Special 
Education students in the later cohort 
produced lower scores on all sections of the 
test and were impacted approximately twice 
as much on constructed-response items. 
Findings suggest that social studies 
curriculum as prescribed by the state was 
not taught as thoroughly in elementary 
schools following elimination of the state 
test. Recent instructional trends applying 
literacy skills to social studies have been 
insufficient to mitigate deleterious effects 
associated with elimination of the 
assessment.  

Students were assessed on overall 
content knowledge and achievement in five 
strands of social studies (United States and 
New York History; World History; 
Geography; Economics; Civics, Citizenship, 
and Government) using content-based 
multiple-choice questions and skill-based 
constructed-response questions. Controlling 
for gender, ethnicity, and disability status, 
there was an 11.0% reduction in overall 
social studies knowledge from the 2009-
2010 to 2017-2018 school years. Students 
had a greater drop on the multiple-choice 
section than they did on the constructed-
response section (12.9% and 8.7%, 
respectively). This suggests that students 
were affected by the elimination of the 
assessment but were not affected equally on 
all components of social studies. Although 
students in both cohorts exhibited lower 
scores on the multiple-choice section than 
on the constructed-response section, the 
content-driven questions on the multiple-
choice section of the assessment were more 
problematic for the 2017-2018 cohort than 
the skills-driven questions on the 
constructed-response section. The 
elimination of the assessment had a larger 
effect on aggregate multiple-choice 
achievement than on constructed-response 
achievement.  
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 Within the multiple-choice section, 
the elimination of the assessment affected 
different strands of social studies unequally. 
Students had the largest drop (21%) in 
knowledge on historical facts related to 
United States and New York History, the 
strand of social studies featured most 
prominently in the curricula of the fourth 
and fifth grades. Strand 5 (Civics, 
Citizenship, and Government) is also a 
major part of the fourth and fifth grade 
curricula. Students learn, for the first time, 
the basics of how the United States 
government was founded and how the 
Constitution helps guide the nation. The 
study showed a 12.7% reduction of 
knowledge on this strand. Student 
knowledge of economics (the study of 
money, trade, and scarcity) dropped 11.5%. 
Given these clear reductions, there is a 
strong reason to believe that the core 
curriculum as prescribed by the New York 
State Education Department (1998, 2014) 
was not taught as thoroughly as when the 
students were assessed on the same material 
in years past. This affected basic knowledge 
and appreciation of American society and 
government, civics, history, and economics.  

The strand of social studies affected 
the least by the elimination of the 
assessment was World History. Only three 
questions on the assessment addressed the 
World History strand, which may not have 
been enough to draw solid conclusions. 
Additionally, the study of foreign cultures 
and world civilizations is not stressed until 
sixth grade, the last year of the New York 
State elementary curriculum. Since the basic 
curriculum guide has not changed in 
decades, it would stand to reason that World 

History was the most inconsequential strand 
of social studies on a fifth-grade assessment 
and the one least likely to have been affected 
by its elimination.  

Social studies is not simply about 
names, dates, and facts. Students are 
expected to improve their literacy and 
develop critical analysis skills. The 
constructed-response section of the 
assessment was designed to measure these 
skills and the research showed a reduction of 
8.7% from the 2009-2010 cohort to the 
2017-2018 cohort. Although recent trends in 
Common Core instruction apply literacy 
skills to social studies, this study suggests 
that such effort is not enough to mitigate the 
full effect of the elimination of the 
assessment.  

The reduction of social studies 
knowledge among elementary students 
requires changes in secondary school 
instruction. Students who arrive in seventh 
grade without a working knowledge of 
elementary facts and skills could face 
difficulties learning historical content. 
Previously, students and teachers were able 
to “spiral” information learned and taught in 
fourth- and fifth-grade American History 
lessons and then apply higher-level 
analytical skills to some of the same 
information in later years. For example, 
students might learn some of the main 
reasons for the American Revolution in 
elementary school (e.g., taxes or the 
Quartering Act) and then read and analyze 
Enlightenment-era primary sources in junior 
high school that explain the foundational 
reasons for such a rebellion. Without the 
specific content knowledge about British 
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taxes and laws, students in seventh grade 
have to spend time learning basic facts 
before attempting to work on higher-order 
thinking skills. Teaching research methods 
or the writing process through historical 
inquiry is stymied if students need to spend 
more of their time and effort playing catch-
up on content. Further, many students may 
need remedial work in social studies skills 
such as reading maps, identifying bias, or 
understanding charts.  

The length of time for social studies 
instruction, however, is not expected to 
increase at the secondary level. Teachers 
will be faced with a dilemma: spend time 
remediating incoming students or finish the 
curriculum. If seventh-grade teachers do not 
get to cover the Civil War, eighth-grade 
teachers must start earlier in history. This 
would result in topics being cut or curtailed 
– especially those following the Cold War 
era. Recent history such as the Clinton, Bush 
and Obama presidencies, years, the events of 
September 11 the war on terror, and current 
events would fall by the wayside.  

The problem would cascade through 
the curriculum as high school teachers 
would be pressed to help students achieve 
mastery rates on subject-specific exit 
examinations. If a goal of social studies is to 
produce informed, participatory citizens 
who are critical thinkers, it is essential that 
students leave high school with not only 
basic facts and skills but an experience that 
will help them contribute positively to the 
world. In these challenging post-fact times, 
social studies knowledge is as important as 
ever before.  

In all areas of the test except Civics, 
Citizenship, and Government students 
classified as disabled scored significantly 
lower than their general education peers. 
General education students had an 11.6% 
reduction in overall knowledge while special 
education students had a 13.8% reduction. A 
particularly significant reduction for special 
education students was on constructed-
response performance. This section, which 
focused largely on social studies skills and 
analysis, saw an 8.5% drop in achievement 
for general education students and a 16.5% 
drop for special education students. The 
elimination of the fifth-grade assessment 
had almost twice the negative impact on 
special education students on questions that 
called for reading, analyzing, and writing 
about maps, charts, texts, and pictures.  

The district in which the research 
was conducted was one of general affluence. 
A quick look at an online real estate website 
showed the typical home for sale listed 
between 1.5 and two million dollars. Fewer 
than 6% of the students received free or 
reduced-price lunch. This affluence has 
affected school-age residents by creating a 
school atmosphere that many would 
consider conducive to broadening students’ 
minds.  

Students were enrolled in a school 
that provided a vast array of curricular and 
extracurricular offerings, even at the 
elementary level. The school offered 
programs in computer coding, performing 
and visual arts, athletics, and special 
education. Despite literature showing a 
connection between affluence and cultural 
literacy, the data indicated that scores on the 
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elementary social studies assessment were 
still significantly lower when students and 
teachers were not held accountable by the 
state. This suggests that social studies 
instruction matters at the  

Elementary-level regardless of affluent 
socioeconomic status; having a good 
supplemental education in the social 
sciences was not enough to match social 
studies knowledge of children taught in the 
previous decade. 
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Americans Growing Mistrust in Government and Media Paralleled to the 
Decline of Victory Culture 

 

Kyle Stapinski 

 

 
America has seen many hills and 

valleys when it comes to trust in media and 
government. Beginning with the Comstock 
laws of the late 1800s where Americans 
were subject to mail subversion to prevent 
the spread of “reproductive products”, 
Americans have typically been at the 
cannon’s mouth of both the government and 
the media. As the Comstock laws declined, 
American trust in government was never 
fully restored. During the early 1900s, 
Muckrakers would survey the United States, 
and uncover some of the social equalities 
they found. This was one of the first major 
pushbacks against the current state of news 
media. What was being reported prior to the 
Muckrakers sphere of influence was 
typically what the government or military 
was doing. After the Muckrakers revolution 
before the First World War, this elitist-style 
of reporting would quickly be paralleled to 
reporting the “average Joe”—the everyday 
American and their struggles.  

 According to Tom Engelhardt, the 
post-World War II period was comprised of 
a declining victory culture, where 
Americans would spend the second half of 
the twentieth century learning how to lose. 
The theory of victory culture is used to 

promote the idea that before the Cold War 
and Korean conflict, Americans were used 
to victory, so used to it that it was engraved 
into American culture. America also 
required an enemy, according to this theory, 
that would prove itself over the latter half of 
the century. After the decline in German and 
Japanese influence, America was hoisted to 
the pedestal of a world stage, where it would 
find itself assuming a role way beyond its 
borders. Now America was responsible for 
instilling a system to restore the destroyed 
world. The United Nations was created to 
fill this gap, but the United States held many 
of the responsibilities of the United Nations.  

 This decline of victory culture, 
beginning with the Korean Conflict and 
continuing until today, can be viewed 
through the lens of news media. Media has 
always been a major contributor to the 
American war effort, but Korea is the first 
time during this technological era where 
America was not as blatantly victorious as 
they had been before. Also, with the 
looming communist ideology also in 
competition on the world stage, America 
found itself stretched thin in terms of 
influence and deemed it necessary to save 
the free world. Korea was more than just a 
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foreign civil war. American press coverage 
of the Korean Conflict varied differently 
than the previous major military conflicts. 
At first, the American press was encouraged 
to report the war in its totality. The 
government figured it would be a quick 
conflict, where America could continue its 
running victory culture, but through the 
following years they come to a different 
result. 

 Since the UN forces were successful 
in their push against the North Koreans, 
General MacArthur and the American 
government were fine with this total style of 
reporting. The New York Times provides two 
different style of articles during the early 
days of 1951. First, the article titled Korea 
Front Calm before Offensive discussed what 
United Nations’ soldiers were doing on New 
Year’s Day, 1951. Not even a week after, 
the New York Times released another 
publication titled Korea censorship 
Tightened Again which highlights some of 
the legislative changes paralleled to the 
military defeats in Korea. As the North 
Koreans began to challenge the UN forces, 
censorship was strictly imposed, even to 
where censors were appointed to read any 
and all information leaving Korea. This 
created a state where the media was less free 
to report what they wanted and had to 
submit to MacArthur’s wishes. He claimed 
it was for the security of the military but had 
no problem with the same information being 
published while they were on the offensive. 
This strict censorship remained in place until 
the deportation of United Nations’ troops in 
1953.  

 A decade later, the United States is 
attending another civil war overseas to 
prevent the spread of communism in 
Vietnam. The reporting of Vietnam was 
drastically different than that of Korea, not 
just the style of reporting but media 
technologies as well. The television was 
much more common in houses now than 
during the previous Korean conflict, and 
Americans are generally more exposed to 
these atrocities. Aside from the 
technologies, the style of reporting varied as 
well. The military did not want to repeat its 
stance on media that it underwent during the 
Korean conflict, but instead would call for a 
more open press. When reporting any war, it 
can be dangerous, and reporters often find 
themselves alongside soldiers in these sticky 
situations. Vietnam is no exception, but 
compared to a majority of previous 
American conflicts, the guerilla fighting 
style of the North Vietnamese’s made for a 
more total war. Reporters would have to rely 
on the flow of information from the top, so 
the stories they were actually able to report 
were often identical to that of other 
publication companies, but with their own 
little twists.  

 Americans decline in trust of these 
major establishments is severely 
strengthened during the Vietnam conflict, 
and the following greater Cold War. The 
mishaps in publication made for incomplete 
stories, and as the American people would 
realize that media and government were not 
always on the same side, they began to 
question the integrity of these 
establishments. The overall declining 
victory culture set the stage for Americans 
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to lose faith over time and can be observed 
through News Media and war time press. 

 Today, Americans are continuing 
this growing mistrust in government. Fake 
news is a major talking point, and people are 
generally aware of the declining credibility 
of media and government. Being a 
Secondary Education and Social Studies 
teacher would constitute talking about these 
modern political issues in class. Students 
will always have questions about the world 
around them, but to better equip them to 
understand the current relationship between 
the people, government and media is 
essential. This research can be broken into a 
lesson, where students view print media 
publications prior to, and after the Second 
World War. Students could compare the 
different media corporations or discuss 
specific individual articles. The style of 
reporting prior to the second world war is 
generally more in favor of the United States 
government then after, due to the decline of 
victory culture. By comparing these articles, 
students will be able to identify this overall 
decline on the positive outlook of 
government and can trace how it formed the 
current day political and news media scene.  

 Another way to teach this concept 
would be to have students compare 
magazine or newspaper articles from the 
Korean or Vietnam wars. Here, there are 
many events that received media coverage, 
and students can take the same event and 
compare different companies’ reports on 
that event. This will help contextualize 
biases within reporting and can contribute to 
a greater unit about credibility of sources. 
All of these skills are necessary for 

successful history students, and twenty-first 
century citizens.  
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The Role of the Aesthetics within Advanced Placement History Courses 

 

Georgia Belesis 

 

Art is a universal language shared by 
all civilizations, despite their regional, 
social, cultural, and economic differences. 
Learning history from art, changes the way 
history has been documented, since artistic 
masterpieces reveal a history that has 
collectively and equally been created by 
both males and females belonging to all 
socio-economic spectrums of society 
(Eisner, 1991). Aristotle defined art, as 
“capacity to make, involving a true course of 
reasoning," (p.143), emphasizing that the 
predominant objective of art is to externally 
represent the internal beauty of an 
individuals’ endoskeleton. Art is perceived 
to be the first form of reasoning and 
communication that an individual has with 
the visible world.  Correspondingly, the 
history of humanity has depicted that the 
earliest forms of artistic expression and 
communication were illustrated almost 75, 
000 years ago in the caves of Lascaux, 
Chauvet, and Altamira. Therefore, the study 
of history through the aesthetics becomes 
the literal bridge that unifies the individual 
with their origins. 

What are the Aesthetics? 

       The aesthetics are a field of study, 
concentrated upon the interrelated studies of 
the arts, music, literature, drama, visual arts, 
and philosophy. Aesthetic education is 

defined by Maxine Greene (2018) as “a 
process of initiating persons into faithful 
perceiving, a means of empowering them to 
accomplish the task—from their own 
standpoints, against the background of their 
own awareness” (p.45). As a veteran 
pedagogue of Advanced Placement World 
History courses who integrates the aesthetics 
within their instruction, I have witnessed 
through my own students, how the aesthetics 
have gradually developed their historical 
literacy and have also assisted them to 
obtain a three or better in the AP World 
History Examination. Therefore, I have 
determined based on my own pedagogical 
justifications and evidence-based research, 
that aesthetic-based teaching and learning 
practices have a significant impact upon 
Advanced Placement History Courses, since 
students can become emotionally connected 
to the past, develop their historical literacy 
and advance their academic performance in 
their Advanced Placement examinations.  

 

How does aesthetic-based instruction 
within AP Courses impact students’ 
historical literacy and academic 
performance? 

       Aesthetic-based teaching and learning 
practices within Advanced Placement Social 
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Studies Courses can emotionally connect 
students to the past. Historians are artists 
and artists are historians, since according to 
John Dewey (1988), “Artists have always 
been the real purveyors of news, for it is not 
the outward happening in itself which is 
new, but the kindling by it of emotion, 
perception, and appreciation” (pp. 183-184). 
Through works of art students become 
engaged in a continuous cycle of discovery 
between the visual, personal, and historical 
dimensions of that masterpiece (Greene, 
2018).  Learning history through the arts, 
“makes perceptible, visible, and audible that 
which is no longer, or not yet perceived, 
said, or heard in everyday life” 
(Marcuse,1977/1978, p.72), (Greene, 2018, 
p.49). Therefore, having students think 
“aesthetically” not “anesthetically” (Greene, 
2018, p.49).  The art of teaching is the art of 
questioning, which can inspire an individual 
to discover the unsung voice of their 
endoskeleton. Brooks (2013), states that 
“young learners have the opportunity to 
develop and display historical understanding 
when they are given the chance to formulate 
their own questions about the past, to 
examine related historical evidence, and to 
create historical narratives and arguments of 
their own” (p.61).   

       Art and history educators must design 
open-ended questions about particular pieces 
of art, about “art in itself and about its place 
in the art of human life” (Greene, 2018, 
p.37). Only if educators do so Greene (2018) 
claims, “they are likely to clarify what they 
bring about in their classrooms, whether 
they call it enhanced awareness, heightened 
understanding, enlightenment, or a new 
mode of literacy (p.37). When bulletin 

boards of history classes, become draped by 
eminent pieces of art, by Leonardo da Vinci, 
El Greco, Francisco Goya, Paul Cezanne, 
Claude Monet, Pablo Picasso, Frida Kahlo, 
among others, students become conceptually 
and emotionally inquisitive to learn about 
the art and the individuals concealed behind 
these illustrations (Greene, 2018).    

        History can be interpreted differently 
by an individual, through the distinct 
instrument of art (Eisner, 1991).  Many 
students are visual learners, and when they 
study artistic masterpieces or graphic novels, 
they become socially and emotionally 
connected to these images because they 
directly relate them to their personal lives 
and become inspired to learn more about the 
history concealed behind those illustrations. 
Terrie Epstein (1997) who is an adherent of 
Elliot Eisner's educational ideology, 
correspondingly argues that by integrating 
the arts into the history curriculum, 
educators are stimulating students to connect 
with the past through the process of 
historical empathy. "The music of the 
slaves, the myths and stories that were a part 
of their lives, their folksay, programs like 
Roots, the music and dance of the period, the 
architecture of their quarters, and those of 
their masters, are all relevant sources for 
enlarging understanding (Epstein, 1989, p. 
253). Accordingly, Anne McCrary Sullivan 
(2000) claims that, “aesthetic vision 
suggests a high level of consciousness about 
what one sees... Teachers who function with 
aesthetic vision perceive the dynamic nature 
of what is unfolding in front of them at any 
given moment” (pp. 220-221). The epicenter 
of aesthetic education starts and continues 
with the cognitive and emotional pathos of 
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the instructor, that is reflected upon the 
students; therefore, Greene (2018) states, 
that learning becomes paradigmatic, since it 
is stimulated by the desire to explore, to find 
out, to go in search” (p.47). History 
educators teaching Advanced Placement 
courses, should have the “aesthetic vision” 
to design intellectually stimulating lessons 
that encourage students to not only evaluate 
the history related to the aesthetic 
masterpieces but investigate their meaning 
and connection upon their lives. Through the 
instrument of aesthetic education students in 
history courses will comprehend that the 
past was not an invisible world, but a visible 
world that transcended to the present 
through the contributions of individuals who 
chose to become agents and recipients of 
change (Greene, 2018).  Pedagogical 
creativity that is enhanced through the 
aesthetics, develops both cognitive and 
emotional intelligence and fosters the 
foundations for a learners cognitive 
reframing since they provide a positive and 
rational approach of explicating an 
individual’s concealed endoskeletons.     

  

How do I implement Aesthetics into my 
Advanced Placement History Courses?  

        When I teach the Spanish Civil War in 
my AP World History Course, I introduce 
the lesson through the visual window of 
Picasso’s Guernica, which was his most 
renowned masterpiece. The lesson is an 
introduction to the concept of war through 
the critical lens of political art; exposing 
students to the dehumanization of war that 
plagued Europe and the International 
Community from 1936-1945. Imperatively, 

through this lesson, students evaluate how 
art can be utilized as an instrument to not 
only illustrate history but essentially act as a 
defensive symbol for social and political 
changes.  Therefore, through the aesthetics, 
students are analyzing and interpreting 
significant multi-faceted historical pieces of 
the social, cultural, political, and economic 
progression of humanity.  Subsequently, 
another lesson that I have designed for my 
AP World History Course requires students 
to design a virtual interview with three 
earlier or contemporary philosophers or 
artists.  For example, Through the evaluation 
of Plato’s, Leonardo da Vinci’s and Nikos 
Kazantzakis’, perspectives of art, students 
can recognize the predominant role the 
aesthetics have within the development of 
transformative knowledge. These scholars of 
aestheticism collectively perceived that art is 
a visible expression of the invisible 
fragments concealed within an individual’s 
mind and soul.  The instrumental and 
communicative domains of Mezirow’s 
(1991) transformational learning are evident 
within each of their ideology since they all, 
distinctly interpret art as an expression of 
cognitive and emotional intellect. The 
conclusions that can be retrieved from this 
interview is that every individual is an artist; 
whether they exemplify Plato’s true artist, 
da Vinci’s artistic scientist, or Kazantzakis’ 
hero-warrior artist; as human beings we 
innately acquire the capability of 
accomplishing the impossible-if we correlate 
the power of our minds, bodies, and souls. 
Consequently, art becomes the unifying 
bridge, which reveals the beauty of the 
endoskeleton through the instrument of our 
exoskeleton. 
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       Correspondingly, to my aesthetic-based 
history instruction, Pulitzer Prize winning 
author, Art Spiegelman, argued that 
“Comics are a gateway drug to literacy”.  
For a history instructor, comics are an 
alternative pedagogical approach to develop 
and improve a student’s historical literacy 
(Robinson, 2011). Primarily, the topic I 
incorporate comics, through the instrument 
of a graphic novel within my AP World 
History Course, is the Arab-Israeli Conflict. 
The Middle East has historically been 
inundated as a region encompassed by 
religious and geopolitical dispute; it has 
been the primary focus of conflict that 
continues to have an international impact. 
Therefore, I have designed a summative unit 
project that is based upon students 
aesthetically formulating their own 
resolution to the multi-faceted Arab-Israeli 
Conflict (Robinson, 2011). The graphic 
novel that this project is culminated upon is 
Joe Sacco’s ‘Palestine’.  I first have students 
read the novel individually, and then I have 
them critique it within their designated 
groups (Nass & Yen, 2012). After students 
have examined the novel-using it as a 
prototype, in addition to both primary and 
secondary sources, as contextual evidence, 
students design and illustrate their own 
resolution to the Arab-Israeli Conflict 
through the construction of a graphic novel. 
Subsequently, within their groups-each 
student is responsible for at least one visual 
component of the graphic novel (Nass & 
Yen, 2012).  Art is the visual passage to 
history; directly linking the past with the 
present. Art is a universal language shared 
by all civilizations, despite their regional, 
social, cultural, and economic differences. 

Learning history from art, changes the way 
history has been interpreted, since it had 
been initially written from the male point of 
view. However, artistic masterpieces reveal 
a history that has collectively been created 
by both men and women and by individuals 
belonging to all socio-economic spectrums 
of society. Fundamentally, art represents the 
soul of society, it represents as Aristotle 
says, "the inward significance" of a society, 
and individuals can interpret it any way they 
want.         

       Aesthetic-based teaching and learning 
practices within Advanced Placement 
History Courses can also develop students’ 
historical literacy.  The foundations for 
inquiry- based learning were first designed 
by Socrates whose method of questioning 
has established the conceptual framework 
for inquiry- based instruction.  The case 
study conducted by John K. Lee and 
referenced by Yaeger & Davis (2005) 
evaluated the teaching methodology of AP 
European History instructor Mike Nance, 
who despite the pedagogical challenges he 
encountered with standardizing testing, his 
pedagogy focused upon the high order 
historical thinking of his students through 
inquiry-based instruction.  Nance's lectures 
encompassed dialectical discourse, which is 
a form of interactive explanatory pedagogy, 
and supports student’s conceptual and 
emotional interests (Yaeger & Davis, 2005).  
The framework of aesthetic education and 
aesthetic thinking is fostered upon 
questioning, “and the questions must 
multiply and not be covered by the answers” 
(Greene, 2018). Through inquiry-based 
instruction, students’ can develop their high 
order historical thinking in high school 
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history classes that execute high stakes 
examinations. Nance’s lectures are a 
historical narrative focused upon the central 
theme of the lesson which transcend into 
student discussion by the level of questions 
that he asks his students.  Nance’s primary 
instructional objective is to develop his 
student’s historical literacy, and he 
accomplished that, by facilitating critical 
thinking through questions aligned with 
Bloom’s Taxonomy; questions that 
alternatively teach, not test students about 
history (Yaeger & Davis, 2005).  Through 
the obscure knowledge of the textbook, 
students in high school history courses have 
been taught to objectively study the 
contextual work of the source without 
evaluating the point of view of the author or 
inquire about the reasons why they wrote 
their work (Epstein, 1997). Accordingly, to 
Nance’s (Yaeger & Davis, 2005) 
pedagogical ideology and instruction of his 
advanced placement course, Eisner (1991) 
argues that social studies textbooks can 
severely limit the development of students’ 
historical literacy.  “Thus, attention to the 
arts, to music, to literature in social studies 
programs is not a way to gussy-up the 
curriculum.  It is a way to enlarge human 
understanding and to make experience in the 
social studies vivid" (Eisner, 1991, pg. 553).  
Correspondingly, to Nance’s (Yaeger & 
Davis, 2005) pedagogical approach, inquiry- 
based instruction is established in my AP 
world history course through dialectic 
discussions such as Socratic seminars. 
During the execution of my Socratic 
seminars, my students possess the autonomy 
to question, comment, and argue historical 
sources in an ethical and democratic 

methodology; in which they listen, respect, 
and are tolerant and empathetic of each 
other’s commentary. Through the critical 
discourse of Socratic seminars, one can 
interpret and question the validation of 
empirical knowledge. Consequently, with 
Socratic seminars my learners become 
active participants of an ethical democratic 
society.   

       Analogously, to Nance’s (Yaeger & 
Davis, 2005) case study and Eisner’ (1991) 
ideology, in 1991, Epstein (1997) 
formulated a two-week American history 
curriculum in a Boston high school to 
develop students’ comprehension of the 
slavery period in America, through the 
implementation of television programs, 
stories, myths, music, visual art, and poetry. 
Through the student feedback collectively 
retrieved from interviews and 
questionnaires, Epstein (1997) argued that 
students commented on how the aesthetic-
based curriculum provided them with a 
feeling and vivid illustration on what slavery 
was like as opposed to the summary and 
subjective account of facts documented in 
their textbook. Through this discipline arts-
based integration students, Greene (2018) 
claims that educators can initiate their 
students “into what it feels to live in music, 
move over and about in a painting, travel 
round and in between masses of a sculpture, 
dwell in a poem” (Reid,1969, p.302), 
(Greene, 2018, p.8). Correspondingly, to 
both Eisner (1991), Epstein’s (1997) studies, 
and Greene’s (2018) studies, Laney (2007) 
in the article, Jacob Lawrence's the 
migration series: Art as narrative history 
argues:  
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The natural affinity of the arts and 
social studies is obvious. Society and 
culture impact the arts, and the arts 
impact society and culture. The arts 
are a reflection, of cultural heritage, 
serving as vehicles for expressing 
diverse view- points within 
democracy.......Discipline-based arts 
educators and comprehensive arts 
educators advocate using works of 
art as organizing centers for 
interdisciplinary instruction. In the 
discipline-based arts education 
approach, students analyze a work of 
art through art history (including 
general history and social studies), 
art criticism, aesthetics, and art 
production. Comprehensive arts 
education expands the integrated 
approach to include nonvisual forms 
of art such as music, drama, theater, 
dance, movement, and 
literature..."(pg. 131).  

Educators as myself who are 
teaching AP World History courses can 
utilize the studies by Epstein (1997), Laney 
(2007) and Greene (2018), to integrate 
poetry, while teaching historical content 
within their courses. One of the 
achievements that distinguish the Tang 
Dynasty and identify the rise and decline of 
their civilization is their literature. Poets 
such as Li Bo and Tu Fu are still considered 
the greatest poets produced by the Chinese 
civilization.  Through the study and analysis 
of the Tang’s cultural advancements- with 
the principle case study being Chinese 
poetry, students will comprehend how the 
Golden Age of the Tang Dynasty changed 
China politically, economically, socially, 

and culturally. Students will also develop 
their cognitive skills for historiography, 
since they will analyze the poetry of the two 
predominant poets of the Tang Dynasty and 
evaluate the commonalities and differences 
of their work.  Primarily, the intent for this 
lesson is for students to comprehend how 
primary sources such as poetry can reveal 
the political, economic, social, and cultural 
aspects of any earlier or contemporary 
civilization, which are integral to their 
academic performance in the AP World 
History examination. Consequently, through 
this aesthetic lesson students, will be able to 
collectively develop their aesthetic and 
historic literacy, by emotionally and 
conceptually connecting to the literary arts. 

        Service learning has become an integral 
constituent within the nation-wide school 
curriculum and specifically within the Social 
Studies and Advanced Placement world 
history curriculum. Dr. Rahima Wade 
(2008), has analytically evaluated 
educational research on service learning, 
defining service learning, it's "rationale", 
and application within Social Studies 
education. According to the Alliance for 
Service Learning in Education Reform 
(ASLER):  

Service Learning is a method by 
which young people learn and 
develop through active participation 
in thoughtfully organized service 
experiences: that meet actual 
community needs, that are 
coordinated in collaboration with the 
school and community, that are 
integrated into each young person’s 
academic curriculum, that provide 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 20, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2020 
 

60 
   

structured time for a young person to 
think, talk and write about what 
he/she did and saw during the actual 
service activity, that provide young 
people with opportunities to use 
newly acquired academic skills and 
knowledge in real life situations in 
their own communities, that enhance 
what is taught in the school by 
extending student learning beyond 
the classroom, that help to foster the 
development of a sense of caring for 
others (pg. 111).   

This type of learning provides an 
external learning experience for the student, 
therefore coercing them not only to 
academically excel, but to become present 
and future active civic and political 
members of their society. Therefore, for my 
AP World History Course, I have designed 
an aesthetic- civic based simulation lesson 
on the Party Negotiations within the 
Conference of India between 1930-1932.  
These series of conferences were organized 
by the British Government to deliberate 
constitutional reforms in India. Accordingly, 
I divide my students into the four political 
and religious parties of India, to 
diplomatically evaluate, deliberate, and 
argue with their opposition about the 
formulation of an equitable central 
government for India, that would equally 
support all of their rights. My instructional 
methodology is constructed upon student 
directed instruction, however as the 
moderator and facilitator of this simulation, 
I will ensure that all my students explicate 
their intellectual excellence, guiding and 
encouraging them within their groups to 
thoroughly develop their arguments 

(Robinson,2011). The design and execution 
of this simulation focused upon my learners 
exhibiting high order historical thinking and 
substantive critical discussion within their 
groups and with their adversaries; as they 
struggle to develop governmental policies 
that would collectively support their and 
their oppositions political interests. Through 
this activity my students developed their 
cognitive skills, because they utilize 
historical evidence, such as the philosophies 
of the political and religious parties in India 
to create decisions that will have prolific 
social and political implications upon 
society.  Through this simulation, students 
examined and comprehended the 
developmental stages of government policy, 
regardless if these policies were created in 
India and not in the United States. For 
instance, a group designed their central 
government, within the political framework 
of the United States. Imperatively, through 
their group deliberations, students not only 
evaluated the ideology of their parties, but 
also of the lawmaker, who arduously 
struggles to find possible resolutions to 
impossible issues. These young adults 
through this simulation exercise, became the 
actual policy makers, and become 
challenged by the political and religious 
issues in India, that still remain unresolved 
today. Subsequently, this particular 
aesthetic- based inquiry lesson inherently 
synthesizes the pedagogical ideologies of 
Dr. Wade’s (2008) service learning 
approach and Cornel West’s (2008) 
democratic paideia, since my students 
became inspired to pursue their civic 
involvement in the future, and have the 
education, experience, and passion to 
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develop a more progressive democratic 
American society and international 
community(Robinson,2011). 

       Aesthetic-based teaching and learning 
practices within Advanced Placement 
History Courses can also contribute to the 
advancement of their academic performance 
in their Advanced Placement examinations. 
Within my AP World History Courses, ever 
since I started integrating the aesthetics four 
years ago within my instruction, I have 
identified significant one to point increase 
within my students’ examination scores. 
Concurrently, along with the aesthetics and 
questioning, the impact of my student’s 
scores also derived from their intensive 
writing. Along with questioning, the integral 
component of teaching history is writing. 
Intensive writing was another key feature of 
Nance’s instruction and the essential foci of 
Advanced Placement History 
examinations.  In Nance’s course students 
independently and interdependently worked 
on essays, that he gave as assignments in 
advance so that they could formulate study 
groups (Yaeger & Davis, 2005).  Nance also 
offered personal and public commentary to 
students about their essays; perceiving that 
through the discussion of his student’s 
weaknesses in writing they can 
autonomously and collectively improve their 
historical thinking and writing (Yaeger & 
Davis, 2005).  Analogously to Nance’s 
(Yaeger & Davis, 2005) methodology 
another innovative aesthetic assignments 
that I integrate within my AP course having 
my students write weekly reflective journal 
entries of their academic triumphs, 
challenges, and personal interests within the 
AP course. During the closure of every 

Friday’s class, my students, through the 
means of critical dialectical discourse 
collectively discussed their journal entries 
with, myself and each other; critically 
reflecting and learning autonomously within 
an interdependent team of learners, that 
contributed to their overall intellectual and 
emotional excellence within the course. 
After the conclusion of each of my AP 
classes on Friday afternoons, I documented 
the strengths and weaknesses of each of my 
lessons in my academic journal, through the 
journal responses of my students. Through 
the documentation of my students’ journal 
entries, I aesthetically aspired to utilize my 
content reflection of my student journal 
entries as an instrument towards the 
development and reconstruction of my 
instructional methodology. Subsequently, I 
also applied my student’s journal responses 
as an instructional framework to design 
inquiry-based pedagogical activities that 
could explicate my student’s intellectual and 
emotional creativity; lessons that intertwined 
with their personal historical interests and 
develop their historical literacy.  
Comparatively, to Nance’s (Yaeger & 
Davis, 2005) study, Eisner states:  

“Like the arts, the school curriculum 
is a mind-altering device; it is a 
vehicle that is designed to change the 
ways in which the young 
think…Each of the different art 
forms participates in a different 
history, has its own features, and 
utilizes different sensory modalities. 
By learning to create or perceive 
such forms, the arts contribute to the 
achievement of mind”. (Eisner, 
1991, pg.16).  
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Within this discipline, arts-based integration 
students are not only expected to think like 
historians, but they are also able to 
distinguish between diverse historical 
sources and argue their evidence within 
Advanced Placement History courses. 
Lastly, through an inter-disciplinary art-
based pedagogical approach, such as the one 
advocated by Eisner (1991), Epstein (1997), 
Laney (2007), and Greene (2018), within 
Advanced Placement History courses 
students will develop their high order 
historical thinking and writing skills and 
consequentially improve their examination 
scores, as my students have gradually 
accomplished. 

Conclusion 

       “The successful search for knowledge 
requires the ability to analyze a line of 
reasoning and evaluate a work of art. It 
requires honesty, the willingness to question 
one’s beliefs, and the willingness to 
subordinate personal desires and 
preconceptions to the dictates of logic” 
(Markie, 2004, pg. 487).  Aesthetic-based 
instruction provides an internal learning 
experience for the student, coercing them 
not only to academically excel in their AP 
History courses and examinations, but to 
also become present and future active civic 
and political members of their society. 
Correspondingly, Aesthetic-based 
instruction is also reflective of Cornel 
West’s (2008) concept of a democratic 
paideia; which is a form of education in 
which learners perceive themselves as 
agents of change; comprehending that they 
can make mistakes, learn from them, and 
consequently utilize that new-found 

knowledge to collectively empower their 
lives and the lives of others (West, 2013).  
Greene (2018), quoting Sartre states:  

“at the heart of the aesthetic 
imperative is the moral imperative” 
because “the work of art, from 
whichever side you approach it 
(1949, pp.62-63) is an act of 
confidence in the freedom of human 
beings.  We feel that freedom here—
to interpret, to reflect, and (now and 
then) change our lives” (p.198). 

Fundamentally, aesthetic education within 
Advanced Placement History courses will 
provide students with the skills of empirical 
and aesthetic excellence to restructure the 
ethical utilitarian framework of the 
international community; that is essentially 
embedded upon the socio-economic 
happiness and prosperity for all human 
beings.  Through the ideals engrained by an 
aesthetic -based education the current trend 
of “The Millennial Generation insisting on 
solutions to accumulated problems and 
injustices, and an emerging Generation E 
calling for equilibrium” (Marx, 2006, p. 48) 
will be achieved through the disciplines of 
history, philosophy, literature, the visual 
arts, music, and religion (Sullivan & Rossin, 
2008).  Consequentially, students will apply 
their aesthetic knowledge within any career 
path they decide to embark upon in the 
future.  
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Empowering Students to Tackle Fake News 
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In today’s global society we are 

bombarded with sources of information 
from thousands of different outlets with 
varying degrees of expertise and knowledge. 
All consumers of media have heard the term 
fake news as a catch all term to describe 
information that is falsified or 
misrepresented, but not many know what to 
do about it.  When people have a question, 
the first step most take is to input the 
question into Google or to check out social 
media for a list of relevant links that friends 
have shared. A study of the 2016 
presidential election determined that 62% of 
adults obtained some of their news through 
social media (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). 
With the rise of the internet comes easier 
access to established news sources, but also 
easier access to unverified information. In a 
21st-century classroom, our students need to 
examine fake news in all its forms which 
must be integrated through a robust media 
literacy lens. 

One of the difficulties in discussing 
methods to teach fake news is that the term 
itself is fluid and ever changing.  In the past, 
the term fake news was generally used to 
describe fabricated news, but recently the 
term has also been used to refer to other 

types of news typically targeting opinions. 
To break down some of these complexities 
for educators, we will divide fake news into 
two types: falsified news and biased news.  

 The most obvious use of the term 
fake news is news that is completely made 
up, or fabricated news. It could be fabricated 
to target a specific issue or it may be 
fabricated based on a rumor that was not 
validated by a source. The reasons for 
creating fabricated news may be as varied as 
the fake news itself. It may be for political 
motives, for profit, or an author provoking 
responses for their own amusement. It is 
important to note that there is a difference 
between fabricated news and news that was 
reported, but turned out to be wrong—
rather, fabricated news refers to news that is 
intentionally falsified. What's more, the term 
fake news is frequently thrown around as a 
means of discrediting opposing viewpoints, 
making the term even more convoluted.  In 
today’s social media landscape, many fake 
news sources start as Facebook or Twitter 
posts, but students must learn essential 
media literacy skills to test the validity of 
sources like this and how to confirm 
information to determine if something is 
true.  
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Biased news, or articles that clearly 
state an opinion, is a more nuanced category 
that may be labeled fake news by some. It is 
not inherently false information, but may be 
called fake by a person with an opposing 
point of view. Opinion pieces are clear 
examples of this, as they express a 
viewpoint which can be disagreed with, the 
reader’s bias often plays a large role 
regarding how they view these types of 
sources. This category can also be applied to 
more subtle issues, such as news that is 
trying to change the focus of an issue to 
distract from debatable points on the topic at 
hand. These types of articles may attempt to 
redirect the topic away from relevant facts to 
focus on a different issue. Critics of an 
opinion may refer to it as fake news in an 
effort to bring up a new idea that they want 
to discuss since the initial opinion may not 
be favorable to them. Students cannot 
simply check if a fact is true to assess this 
type of information, but rather need to 
examine an author's voice and argument. 

 Teachers and schools cannot hide 
from discussing the concept of fake news 
because they feel it could be a politically 
heated. Media literacy, or the ability to 
interpret and evaluate information from 
news sources, is an essential 21st-century 
skill, but this skill has become far more 
complicated and is ever-changing. Schools 
cannot simply block fake news websites on 
their servers or provide a simple list of 
credible versus non-credible publications—
after all, students can still access them 
outside of school. Also, these strategies fail 
to teach students how to deal with the issue 
when they encounter it in their daily lives. 
Some school districts have approached this 

topic with their media specialist, but fake 
news has become more nuanced over time 
and all teachers need to accept responsibility 
to teach this topic.  Social Studies educators 
must make sure students are equipped with 
the necessary critical reading and thinking 
skills that will help them evaluate what is 
credible within the news source. Educators 
must make sure students are comfortable 
using strategies outside of the classroom, 
this is the only way to create real change.  

There are many ways to help 
students be successful with these skills in 
the classroom. The best way to address fake 
news is for educators to push their students 
to make an argument for why they do or do 
not support a point of view based on 
credible facts, not just opinion. Educators 
must work with students to examine how 
critically they are examining a source, but 
students must also learn to think about their 
own confirmation bias (Nickerson, 1998)—
in other words, are students giving more 
weight to an article because it confirms 
something they want to believe? Students 
also need to understand the dangers of a 
filter bubble (Flaxman, Goel, & Rao, 2016) 
and examine multiple sources of news. If 
students are only taking in information from 
sources that support their opinions, they may 
be stuck in a filter bubble. It can be difficult 
for students to gauge if they are only getting 
one perspective, since it can seem like a 
person in a filter bubble is taking in a lot of 
information. Staying in touch with news that 
is different, even counter, to one's opinion 
can help them to understand multiple 
perspectives on an issue. Over multiple 
days, students can collect information on 
what media sources and websites they see 
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news from, then create a word cloud using 
sites like wordle.com to visualize their 
information sources.  

As mentioned previously, a person’s 
inherent beliefs or bias can play a large role 
in how they view a particular topic. This can 
be even more troubling when viewing fake 
news, since the difficulty of deciphering 
what is credible increases exponentially. The 
first hurdle that one must approach with 
students is making them more self-aware of 
their own implicit biases. Implicit biases 
refers to the idea that we all have positive 
and negative beliefs that affect the way we 
view certain issues, people, and events. 
Since we all have these inherit beliefs, the 
natural reaction for most people is to find 
information to reinforce what they already 
believe. Confirmation bias helps explain this 
idea of why we gravitate towards 
information that confirms our thoughts and 
opinions. Social media outlets and search 
engine filters have made it convenient for 
consumers to omit information and stories 
that do not coincide with their opinions and 
instead selectively choose stories that 
reinforce their current beliefs and biases.  

The cornerstone to helping students 
understand and decipher fake news can be 
found in a set of skills often used in the 
Social Studies classroom: sourcing, close 
reading, contextualizing, and corroborating. 
Sourcing asks students to think about who 
produced the document in order to 
determine the author’s viewpoint and 
intentions. Close reading asks students to 
analyze the language within the text and 
think about what is said and how it is said. 
Contextualizing then focuses on when and 

where the event took place. This helps 
students place the document into a broader 
context of what they are reading. Lastly, 
corroborating allows students to determine 
points of agreement and disagreement and to 
compare these points across multiple 
documents (Whelan & Leon, 2016). This 
also helps with biased news because 
students can utilize these skills to see how 
different pieces of information can create a 
narrative across different sources. 

Once you have established a set of 
skills necessary for the analysis of 
informational text like close reading and 
contextualizing students will be in a more 
comfortable position to discuss some of the 
nuances that appear when analyzing fake 
news. A good way to introduce the topic of 
fake news is to play a modified version of 
the game telephone. This game is fun and 
familiar to students and is a simple way to 
pull them into the complexity of the topic. In 
this version of telephone the only difference 
is prior to the game starting secretly place a 
student in a location to tell them to spread a 
false message regardless of what they are 
told. At the end of the game you can debrief 
with students to discuss how misinformation 
can spread so easily either unintentionally or 
intentionally through fake news sources. 
This introduction helps enforce the idea with 
students that just because they hear 
information for a source doesn’t necessarily 
mean that it is true, their job as consumers is 
to know how to decipher who is telling the 
truth versus who is trying to manipulate 
their thoughts or opinions.  

The next step in teaching fake news 
is to equip students with a set of strategies 
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they can use to determine whether or not a 
source they are viewing is a credible news 
source or falsified in some manner. We 
would recommend that students use four 
basic steps laid out in Mike Caulfield’s 
(2017) Web Literacy for Student Fact 
Checkers. These are simple strategies to 
pick up and apply since they leverage the 
power of the internet to help with the 
investigation. The first step in this approach 
asks students to check already established 
fact checking sites like the ones listed in the 
appendix section of this article, to see if 
another source has already analyzed the 
source in question. The next step students 
take in this investigative process is to use the 
power of search engines like Google to find 
the original origin of the source they are 
analyzing. Once students have found the 
source the last step research what others say 
about aspects of the source such as author 
and publisher to determine if the source 
should be deemed trustworthy. If at any 
point students run into roadblocks, have 
them return to the original source and search 
a different aspect of the article to help find 
the original source (Caulfield, 2017). Once 
an investigation method has been 
established it is helpful to practice these new 
skills with students. A fun and engaging way 
to do this is by playing a game where 
students need to detect the fake news story 
and what makes it fake. If possible, arrange 
students into teams and share various fake 
news sources with them electronically. It 
helps to have a mixture of absurd sources to 
those that are only slightly biased so 
students can understand the different 
iterations of fake news. After each source 
review with students what makes the source 

fake or false. It is recommended that you 
pick some sources that deal with important 
issues. This is important for debriefing with 
students at the end of the activity. Picking 
issues of significance helps students 
understand the dangers and influence 
articles and news sources like the ones 
presented in the attached lesson can have on 
individuals and communities.   

Common questions that students 
should ask when analyzing a news source 
for perspective and bias are: What are the 
motives or intentions of the author? Why is 
the reporter’s information credible? Who is 
the intended audience? What other relevant 
stories or events have recently taken place? 
Having students ask these questions about 
fake news sources will help them start to 
realize that rarely is any news source 
completely unbiased. Often the author has 
their own opinion on the subject, or they 
may be motivated to get the reader to buy a 
certain product. By using historical thinking 
and close reading with news and current 
events teachers can make a process students 
often see as tedious feel more connected. 

Covering fake news in a classroom 
will vary depending on time available, 
objectives, and the level of the students in 
the class. Using the lesson described above 
and partnering with your media specialist to 
discuss the resources and goals you have in 
mind when having students analyze fake 
news is a great place to start. Due to the 
complexity of the topic, the approach that 
one may take will be influenced by grade 
level and ability. A media specialist can 
provide you with school resources you may 
not know about. If time is a constraint and 
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devoting a full lesson to analysis of fake 
news is not possible, there are still ways to 
incorporate the same analysis strategies into 
other places within the curriculum. Handout 
One is a tool that can be used either as 
homework or in class activity to analyze 
sources that are found online. This could be 
incorporated into a multitude of different 
subjects including early explorers. One 
suggestion would be to show students 
various new sources regarding who 
discovered America and have them 
determine what sources are credible or false.  

Lastly, since biased news is so nuanced, a 
teacher may wish to approach the topic with 
a long-term assignment. Many politicians 
and pundits now use various social media 
platforms like Twitter and Facebook to 
reach their followers. Have students track 
the links and language used by these various 
figures and answer questions about the 
intent behind their posts. Students could 
even compare various figures and see how 
they discuss similar events, or start a Twitter 
account themselves where they play the role 
of fact-checkers and correct mistakes or 
fabrications by these individuals. 

Our primary goal as social studies educators 
is not simply to transfer facts of history, but 
to help students develop necessary civic 
discourse and civic engagement skills that 
will make them productive citizens. Fake 
news has created an obstacle that our 
students must overcome if they wish to 
effectively be part of true civic discourse. 
Addressing fake news is a complicated task 
for a social studies educator. It is a multi-
layered issues that requires multi-layered 
approaches to be able to tackle in a 

classroom. The risks, however, of not 
addressing it in classrooms are too great. 
Students will come across falsified news or 
extremely biased news when they are not in 
school, and they must be equipped with the 
tools to be able to address that situation. 
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Appendix A: Teacher Resources 

1.  Media Bias/Fact Check: A website that 
looks at the bias of various news sources- 
https://mediabiasfactcheck.com/ 
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https://mediabiasfactcheck.com/
https://mediabiasfactcheck.com/
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2.  Lead Stories: a website that debunks fake 
news stories using international fact 
checking sites- https://leadstories.com/ 

3.  FactCheck: a website that fact checks 
mostly political news stories- 
https://www.factcheck.org/fake-news/ 

4.  Snopes- A fact checking website that 
looks at a verity of topics- 
https://www.snopes.com/ 

5.  Web Literacy for Student Fact Checkers- 
a book that provides helpful tips on how 
students can become fact checkers- 
https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/ 

6.  William Paterson University Library- 
Tips from media specialist on how to 
determine the validity of a source- 
https://guides.wpunj.edu/fakenews 

7.  Pace University Library- Tips from 
media specialist on how to determine the 

difference fake and real news- 
https://libguides.pace.edu/fakenews 

8.  Politifact- Fact checking website that 
looks at the truthfulness of political news 
stories- https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-
meter/ 

9.  PBS News Hour: Contains lessons 
regarding the topic of fake news and how 
analyze the news. Includes lessons for 
grades 7-12. 
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/tag/fak
e-news/ 

10.  TedEd Damon Brown: A short video 
that gives helpful hints regarding how to 
approach the news and tips to ensure that 
you are being a smart consumer of 
information. https://ed.ted.com/lessons/how-
to-choose-your-news-damon-brown#watch 
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 After the completion of the Russia 
political interference investigation and with 
the recent Ukrainian Presidential phone call 
controversy, the U.S. House of 
Representatives has moved forward in the 
last two months with an official 
impeachment inquiry, led by Representative 
Adam Schiff (Costa & Rucker, 2019). This 
impeachment process, can lead to the 
accusation of a criminal wrongdoing, but 
also the removal of office of the president. 
Britannica (2019) states: 

In the federal government of 
the United States, the House of 
Representatives institutes impeachment 
proceedings by authorizing a formal inquiry 
by the House Judiciary Committee, which 
may then recommend articles of 
impeachment (an impeachment resolution) 
for a vote by the full House (articles of 
impeachment may also be introduced in the 
House without a formal inquiry). If the 
articles are approved, a trial is held in 
the Senate, and conviction is obtained by a 
vote of at least two-thirds of the senators 
present. In Great Britain conviction on an 
impeachment has resulted in fine and 

imprisonment and even in execution, 
whereas in the United States the penalties 
extend no further than removal and 
disqualification from office. (p.1) 

 Historically, both the impeachment 
of Andrew Johnson and Bill Clinton led to a 
formal charge of misconduct; however, in 
both cases, there were not enough votes to 
remove either president from office (U.S. 
Senate, 2018). However, with the rising 
controversy over President Trump’s 
administration, is there enough evidence to 
bring forth articles of impeachment and 
conviction? To thoroughly examine the 
issue of impeachment within the classroom, 
we recommend using a method of inquiry; 
the Inquiry Design Model (IDM) coupled 
with the richness of academic debate (C3 
Teachers, 2016). 

Inquiry Using the IDM 

 “Historical inquiry involves a process of 
learning and discovering in a cultivated 
culture of thinking and doing” (Kalmon, 
O’Neill-Jones, Stout, & Wood, 2012, p. 18).  
Participating in this process gives students 
the ability to research, inquire, and gather 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 20, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2020 
 

71 
   

information to support one side of an 
argument. Historical inquiries allow students 
to develop and construct interpretive 
accounts based on incomplete, complete, or 
contradictory information (van Drie & van 
Boxtel, 2008). “Students who research an 
issue then argue in support of it have a 
deeper, more meaningful encounter with the 
material than they do merely reading about 
it in a textbook” (Tumposky, 2004, p. 52). 
Thus, inquiry is a student-centered 
approach, along with guidance and 
facilitation from the teacher, resulting in a 
productive classroom environment (Grant, 
Swan, & Lee, 2017).  

Inquiry fosters academic 
investigation and gathering evidence-based 
research for supporting arguments and 
conclusions (Levy, Thomas, Drago, and 
Rex, 2013). Inquiry also develops a deeper 
understanding through historical thinking 
skills that promote a democratic citizenship 
(Barton & Avery, 2016; Lévesque, 2008). 
Inquiry-based instruction embodies the rich 
fullness of the C3 Framework by engaging 
in disciplinary exploration that leads to 
defending ideas and concepts (NCSS, 2013). 
Social studies teachers can begin to 
introduce topics through developing 
compelling questions. These questions 
frame out the inquiry and provide a 

reference point for students. In addition, at 
the end of the inquiry, each student should 
be able, through careful research and 
collaboration, to develop a concise argument 
that answers the compelling question. 
Therefore, the compelling questions become 
the catalyst for the starting the inquiry.  
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Inquiry Design Model (IDM) Blueprint™ 

Compelling 
Question What is the legal standard and procedure to impeach a president?  

Standards and 
Practices 

2010 Alabama Course of Study- Social Studies 
6th Grade- 12-2 Recognizing domestic issues that shaped the United States since World War II  
Examples: McCarthyism, Watergate scandal, political assassinations, health care, impeachment,  

Hurricane Katrina 
10th Grade- 15-5 Explaining causes for the impeachment of President Andrew Johnson  
11th Grade- 16 Describe significant foreign and domestic issues of presidential administrations from Richard 
M. Nixon to the present. 
Examples: Nixon’s policy of détente; Cambodia; Watergate scandal; pardon of Nixon; Iranian hostage 
situation; Reaganomics; Libyan crisis; end of the Cold War; Persian Gulf War; impeachment trial of William 
“Bill” Clinton  
 
College and Career Readiness Standards – History/Social Studies 11-12 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.1 
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, connecting insights 
gained from specific details to an understanding of the text as a whole. 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.2 
Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary 
that makes clear the relationships among the key details and ideas. 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.3 
Evaluate various explanations for actions or events and determine which explanation best accords with 
textual evidence, acknowledging where the text leaves matters uncertain. 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.5 
Analyze in detail how a complex primary source is structured, including how key sentences, paragraphs, and 
larger portions of the text contribute to the whole. 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.6 
Evaluate authors' differing points of view on the same historical event or issue by assessing the authors' 
claims, reasoning, and evidence 
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.7 
Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., 
visually, quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address a question or solve a problem. 
 

Staging the 
Question 

Using the video clip on Presidential impeachment, how successful has the impeachment process regarding 
the removal of a President? 

Impeachment Video 

 

Supporting Question 1  Supporting Question 2  Supporting Question 3  

What is the process of impeachment 
described by the Constitution? 

 

What were the charges and results of 
President Andrew Johnson’s and President 
Bill Clinton’s impeachment?  

Is there evidence to impeach President 
Trump? 

https://www.cnbc.com/2018/06/28/impeach-president-united-states.html
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Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task 

Write a paragraph describing the 
constitutional process of presidential 
impeachment.  

 

 

 

Students will compare and contrast the 
impeachment of Andrew Johnson and 
Bill Clinton.  

 

 

 

Students will participate in a debate on 
the impeachment of President Trump. 
Students will be asked to work in 
collaborative groups, using the Debate 
with Inquiry Mode for Social Studies, to 
develop their argument and reach a 
conclusion.  

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources 

 

U.S. Constitution 

 

 

 

Trial of Andrew Johnson 

The Articles of Impeachment of 
President Andrew Johnson 

Trial of Bill Clinton 

The Articles of Impeachment of 
President Bill Clinton 

Mueller Report 

Mueller’s Testimony 

Ukraine Transcript 

 

 

 

Summative  

Performance Task  

Argument 

Students will develop an interactive website, detailing the processes, historical aspects 
(former Presidents), and current examinations of Presidential impeachment. The purpose of 
this assignment is for students to display their understanding and expertise, while presenting 
their final product to their peers.   

Website development using Wix 

Extension 

Students will construct a Presidential Interactive Timeline on impeachment; thus, providing 
information on the process, past impeachments, but also listing information to support or 
oppose the impeachment of President Trump.  

Timeline using Sutori 

Taking Informed 
Action 

After understanding the process of impeachment, and examining the evidence concerning President Trump, 
construct a letter to a local (Alabama) legislator arguing for or against articles of impeachment for President 
Trump.  

 

Emphasizing Debate with the Inquiry 

One of the most exciting and 
engaging activities among teachers and 
students is debate (Doyle, 2007). Debating 
in class incorporates the development of 
various types of skills that correlate with 
critical thinking, such as research, oral 
communication, organization, and logic 

(Jackson, 1973). According to Hooley 
(2007), debates and classroom discussions 
grants students the opportunity to gather 
information, discern what is essential, 
analyze the content, and frame their 
argument. Debating in the classroom 
embodies an open-ended format of historical 
scholarship with the emphasis placed on 

https://constitutioncenter.org/media/files/constitution.pdf
https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/common/briefing/Impeachment_Johnson.htm
https://www.archives.gov/legislative/features/impeachment
https://www.archives.gov/legislative/features/impeachment
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2018/12/clinton-impeachment/573940/
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-report/105th-congress/house-report/830/
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-report/105th-congress/house-report/830/
https://www.justice.gov/storage/report.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EFIoVAMSLX0
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/ukraine-transcript-read-ukraine-president-phone-call-transcript-pdf-released-today-joe-biden-crowdstrike-2019-09-25/
https://www.wix.com/
https://www.sutori.com/
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student discussions with colleagues in 
formulating deeper understandings of 
history (Musselman, 2004).  “Despite this 
political emphasis, middle and high school 
U.S. curricula rarely delve into the political 
bickering that surrounded governmental acts 
or discuss how historical events have helped 
today's political landscape” (Journell, 2014, 
p. 57). In the deeply political divisiveness of 
our nation, having students respectfully 
debate political issues in a social studies 
classroom could be considered 
instructionally controversial (Taylor, 2017). 
However, with the growing need for 
students to understand multiple viewpoints 
and to construct decisions that engages their 
active citizenship, there is a need to model 
and experience the concept of debate while 
exploring evidence through the instructional 
method of inquiry.  

Likewise, within the IDM model, 
additional supporting questions can be used 
for groups of students based on the 
affirmative and the opposing positions while 
implementing a debate as an activity within 
the inquiry. Social studies teachers could 
also provide featured sources or guide 
students through the research process of the 
inquiry.  

Along with the C3 teachers IDM 
Model, we also developed a debate model 
that overlaps the IDM. Although the IDM 
offers an excellent framework for 
developing an inquiry-based investigation 
into multiple topics, we added an additional 
resource that extends from the IDM, in 
which students can develop their arguments 
by using pertinent information and also 

write down opposing points of view on the 
topic. Formulating historical arguments are 
based on using quotes, citations, and 
references (Poitras & Lojoie, 2013). By 
adding a place for an oppositional 
viewpoint, the student is then able to view 
the topic from multiple perspectives. 
Therefore, by the end of the debate, students 
can reflect in a debriefing session and 
ultimately reach their own decision based on 
the classroom debate. 
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Figure 1. Debate with Inquiry Model for Social Studies by Hammack, Matherson, and Wilson, 2018. 

Using Debate Instructionally 

Debating in the classroom grants 
students the opportunity to strengthen the 
development of an argument, supported by 
evidence, while allowing students to meet 

the challenges of critical thinking and oral 
persuasion (Dundes, 2001). Hunt (2006) 
contends that the benefit of debate extends 
past the content alone, helping with the 
advancement of critical thinking skills, 
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research, and self-esteem. The National 
Council for the Social Studies (2008) notes 
that students can learn necessary skills in 
solving issues and problems through debates 
and discussions, which include the use of 
inquiry. However, to make a debate 
successful in a class that allows students to 
evaluate multiple viewpoints respectfully, a 
debate framework, that includes inquiry, 
must be modeled and implemented. This is 
our proposed classroom debate framework: 

1. Display great debate models before you 
start a debate Example: CNN Crossfire 
(CNN, 2014). 

2. Before the debate, divide the class 
equally into small or large groups 
(Larson & Keiper, 2013).  

3. Cite evidence to support your argument 
(through inquiry-based instruction--- 
Inquiry Design Model (C3 Teachers, 
2016). 

4. Once the debate begins, only one person 
speaks at a time. (Doyle, 2007). 

5. Attack the argument and not the person. 
(Doyle, 2007). 

6. Have students take time to debrief; to be 
able to see both sides of the issue or 
topic. (Larson & Keiper, 2013). 

7. Allow students to reach a decision. 
(Larson & Keiper, 2013). 

 

Model the Debate 

Debate is an exciting method that 
naturally incorporates inquiry while 
developing ideas and arguments based on 
evidence. However, to have a great debate 
within a classroom, teachers must carefully 
select a platform of debate. One method of 
debate that we recommend within our 

framework is a “Crossfire” platform (CNN, 
2014). Taken from CNN’s Crossfire 
program, this debate platform allows a 
moderator to delegate questions and equal 
amounts of time for both sides of a debate to 
put forth their best argument concerning a 
specific topic. For classroom purposes, 
teachers could easily serve as moderators 
within a class; allowing for students to 
present their best arguments. Also, modeling 
expectations regarding a debate could serve 
as a great example: thus, playing several 
excellent excerpts from the CNN Crossfire 
show could be a superb example for 
students. 
 

Equally Dividing the Class 

 Equally dividing the class is also a 
crucial element within our framework of 
debate. A division must happen so that the 
class, as a whole, can experience the 
multiple perspectives concerning the topic. 
This will later add to the cognitive ability 
and skill of the students to be able to reach a 
conclusion after hearing and experiencing 
both sides of a particular issue. This will 
allow every student the opportunity to 
critically think about the evidence that has 
been presented and draw upon both the 
affirmative and the opposition. Even if the 
group or groups of students might already 
have a bias toward a particular issue it is 
important for students to argue from 
multiple perspectives so that they can have 
greater expertise concerning the subject 
matter and evaluate the issue after 
considering different subjective opinions. 
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Starting the Debate 

 After students have gathered their 
information from using the IDM model, they 
can meet either collaboratively in small 
groups or large groups to discuss their 
findings relating to their research and 
inquiry. This collaboration allows time to 
formulate their potential arguments and 
examine counter-arguments that could be 
raised in the debate. Doyle (2007) contends 
that a well-organized debate should allow 
one person to speak at a time. Doyle’s 
(2007) position coincides with the CNN 
Crossfire model, which allows the 
moderator to give a specific amount of time, 
that is undisturbed, for each person to 
express their perspective. Jackson (1973) 
stated that, “since debate usually requires a 
cooperative effort, with at least one other 
person, in preparing for the final 
presentation, students should gain valuable 
insights into the processes involved in a 
dyadic relationship. This learning 
experience also offers an opportunity for the 
teacher to utilize the principles of peer-
teaching” (p. 152).   

Debates can often spark emotions 
due to the nature of the issue and how it 
might affect the participants. To give 
students a civil experience in social 
discourse, teachers might consider 
explaining how to attack and defend the 
argument, and not the person (Doyle, 2017). 
Therefore, social studies teachers need to 
provide a respectful environment, so that 
multiple perspectives and opinions are 
valued, even if students do not agree. 
Respect is often defined as “worth of high 
regard or esteem.” (Merriam-Webster, 
2019). “There is, then, an opportunity to 

discuss controversial issues in a context 
where participants have real disagreements 
and positions in which they have some 
investment” (Zimmerman & Roberston, 
2018, p.13).  

 
Debrief the Debate 

 Once the debate has concluded, one 
of the compelling perspectives of using 
debate is to allow for students to debrief. 
Debriefing allows each student an 
opportunity to reflect on the inquiry-based 
research and presentation of arguments 
given concerning the topic. This type of 
cognitive reflection allows students to 
employ their critical thinking skills to 
examine their positionality now that they 
have heard multiple perspectives on the 
topic.  

Duhaylongsod (2017) argues that 
using debates as a type of instruction gives 
“students valuable opportunities to practice 
both listening to different perspectives and 
sharing their differences in a manner that is 
civil, which is what we want future citizens 
to do in public discourse, whether on paper, 
online, or face to face on a stage” (p. 114).   
 

Having Students Reach a Conclusion 

 After debriefing the debate, the 
students will have an opportunity to 
metacognitively reach a conclusion based on 
the information and oral arguments that 
were performed during the debate. This 
portion of the debate is often missed in 
classrooms but offers a time of crucial 
reflectivity for students. After finishing all 
arguments, and after carefully reflecting and 
evaluating both sides of the issues presented, 
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students now have to reach their own 
conclusion. Instead of viewing information 
from personal perspectives, students can 
reflect on all the information that was 
presented and argued; thus, leading each 
individual student in constructing their own 
personal opinion on the topic.  

Beyond the Debate by Informed Action  

 After the debate has concluded, 
classroom teachers might decide to extend 
beyond the debate with greater relevance by 
offering students a taking informed action 
activity as part of the IDM model. 
“Informed action can take numerous forms 
(e.g., discussions, debates, presentations) 
and can occur in a variety of contexts both 
inside and outside of the classroom” (Grant, 
Swan, & Lee, 2017, p. 110). Other activities 
might include becoming a part of a local or 
community organization, or leading or 
starting a new community project. This form 
of social action allows students to become 
engaged within the community; therefore, 
using their knowledge from the debate and 
inquiry into active citizenship. This begins 
the process of encouraging students to take 
ownership of a civic challenge, developing 
the skills to take meaningful action; thus, 
learning through their practical citizenship 
(Levinson, 2012).  This part of civic 
participation has greater meaning as students 
extend from their classroom environments 
into community environments.  

 For this specific inquiry, we have 
asked students to construct a letter to their 
local congressional legislator in support or 
opposition to developing articles of 
impeachment regarding President Trump. 
Our curriculum goal for this inquiry is for 

students to explain and describe the 
constitutional requirements of impeachment, 
comprehend by comparing and contrasting 
historical outcomes of past presidential 
impeachments, and evaluate and assess the 
current impeachment inquiry, while making 
a decision regarding the recent evidence 
concerning President Trump.  

Conclusion 

  For our democratic society to have 
participatory citizens that are active in 
researching, evaluating information from 
multiple viewpoints, and developing their 
arguments, classrooms must be able to 
display and engage in a similar form of 
social discourse. Inquiry along with debate 
grants classroom teachers an opportunity to 
model democratic principles by giving 
students a venue to model democratic ideals 
through the free exchange of ideas and 
concepts (Dewey, 1918). In addition to 
simple argumentation, students must be able 
to inquire, research, collectively articulate 
ideas and concepts, and to cognitively 
reflect in a respectful setting. Students that 
regularly participate in classroom 
discussions are more engaged, more likely 
to vote, follow the news, and be involved in 
political discussions (Hess & McAvoy, 
2015).  According to Vygotsky, the 
scaffolding of higher-order thinking skills of 
cognitive development is accomplished 
through the social interaction of peer 
learning; such as peer discussion, 
cooperative learning, and project-based 
learning (Vygotsky, 1978).  

 Our goal for sharing this 
impeachment inquiry, along with a debate 
framework, is to present social studies 
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teachers with the resources to develop a 
meaningful instructional method that can be 
applied in multiple topics throughout the 
social studies curriculum. By doing so, 
students will gain the necessary skills and 
intellectual growth to continue this process 
from the classroom to their communities; 
thus, exploring, searching, and modeling 
solutions that involve a rich social, but 
respectful discourse.  
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Teaching Impeachment and the 2020 Election 

 

Alan Singer 
 

 

The “Answer Sheet” column by 
Valerie Strauss in the November 13, 2019 
edition of the Washington Post published a 
letter that an Edina, Minnesota social studies 
teacher sent parents explaining how he was 
addressing the House impeachment hearings 
in his middle school classes. The teacher, 
Jason Pusey, stressed that lessons “focused 
mainly on process, not so much on 
substance.” Pusey makes an important effort 
to include students in discussion of current 
issues without alienating parents and 
administrators or risking his position. But 
given the level of the threats to American 
democracy posed by the Trump 
administration, focusing education on 
process, not substance, while it is a safer 
approach to teaching about impeachment 
and the 2020 election, sells students and 
democracy short. There are alternative 
classroom approaches that promote analysis, 
decision-making, and active citizenship and 
are aligned with state and national learning 
standards. 
 

The United States is in the midst of a 
constitutional crisis that may be the worst 
since the 1850s when Southern states, 
fearing a permanent minority status in the 
national government and federal action 
against slavery, attempted to leave the union 
precipitating the Civil War. The 

contemporary Republican Party has 
embraced two very dangerous ideologies, 
the Unitary Executive and “win-at-any-cost 
no matter what the consequences” that 
threaten constitutional government and 
democracy in the United States. 
 

In schools we teach that fundamental 
principles of the United States Constitution 
are “separation of powers” and “check and 
balances” between three theoretically co-
equal branches of government, the 
Legislative, Executive, and Judicial. This 
scheme has roots in the writing of French 
Enlightenment thinker Baron de 
Montesquieu who believed that 
“separation of powers” and “check and 
balances” were the most effective way to 
prevent autocracy and the abuse of 
power.  
 

James Madison, writing in 
Federalist Paper 51, argued that these 
principles were imbedded in the 
Constitution by design. Madison 
famously wrote: “To what expedient, then, 
shall we finally resort, for maintaining in 
practice the necessary partition of power 
among the several departments, as laid down 
in the Constitution? The only answer that 
can be given is, that as all these exterior 
provisions are found to be inadequate, the 
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defect must be supplied, by so contriving the 
interior structure of the government as that 
its several constituent parts may, by their 
mutual relations, be the means of keeping 
each other in their proper places.” 

The problem, however, is that 
while the Constitution establishes three 
independent branches of government, in 
the case of the Executive and Judicial 
branches, it does not clearly delineate 
their responsibilities and the limits of 
their power. The Supreme Court’s 
authority to evaluate the constitutionality 
of laws and actions was assumed by the 
Court and accepted by the other branches 
following its decision in the case of 
Marbury v. Madison (1803). But the 
Court has no power to enforce its 
decisions and in the case of Worcester v. 
Georgia (1832), President Andrew 
Jackson refused to abide by the Court’s 
decision. In the 1950s and 1960s, states 
delayed implementing the Supreme 
Court’s Brown v. Topeka, Kansas Board 
of Education school desegregation 
decisions while local authorities 
defunded public education and 
established white-only private 
academies. 

While there are procedures for 
Congress to overrule the President and 
for the President to veto Congress, the 
words “checks,” “balances,” and 
“separation” do not appear anywhere in 
the text of the Constitution. There is also 
no definition of what is meant by 
Executive power. While Section 2 
specifies some Presidential responsibilities 
such as commander-in-chief of the army and 
navy, the power to grant reprieves and 

pardons, and with the approval of the 
Senate, to make treaties and nominate and 
judges, Article II, Section 1, Clause 1, 
simply states “The executive power shall 
be vested in a President of the United States 
of America.” 

During the administration of 
President George W. Bush (2001-2009), 
Bush advisors advanced a “Unitary 
Executive Theory” claiming he had 
unrestricted authority to invade Afghanistan 
and Iraq because the Constitution assigned 
the president all “executive power.” This 
supposedly meant the President could set 
aside laws and court rulings that attempted 
to limit his power over national security.  

With Donald Trump in office, 
“Unitary Executive Theory” advocates have 
expanded this interpretation of the 
Constitution to justify every presidential 
action as inherently legitimate because 
Trump as President is chief executive. 
Legislative or judicial challenges to his 
authority are dismissed as harassment. His 
current chief defender is Attorney General 
William Barr. In a recent speech to the 
Federalist Society, Barr argued that the 
Constitution does not permit Congress to 
place any limits on a President, even if a 
President is covering up crimes committed 
by the President or an associate. Based on 
this theory, a President has dictatorial power 
for four years, power that can even be used 
to destroy the government and American 
society. Congress’ only redress is 
impeachment and removal from office, 
which is incredibly difficult to do. 

A unit or periodic lessons examining 
the question “Is democracy threatened?” 
allows space for a range of viewpoints. 

Hank Bitten
Consider the Court’s decision.
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Democrats in the House of Representatives 
launched the impeachment hearings because 
they believe Donald Trump’s actions violate 
the standards for constitutional government. 
In response, President Trump charges 
Democrats with an attempted coup, trying to 
overturn the results of his legitimate election 
and popular will. 

I propose three classroom 
alternatives to engage secondary school 
students in understanding issues but also 
prepares them for participation in the 2020 
election as civic activists. Preparing and 
supporting students as civic activists is 
mandated in a number of state social studies 
standards. I call these approaches (1) Policy 
Wonks, (2) Campaign Fact-Checkers, and 
(3) Civic Activists. 

(1) Policy Wonks: In this approach 
social studies lessons focus on specific 
issues, rather than on candidates. Students 
research and define positions on 
immigration, climate change, gun control, 
economic growth, free speech and social 
media, democratic values, health care, 
foreign involvement, and Presidential 
leadership. They can send their 
recommendations to candidates, promote 
their ideas in public forums, and use their 
research to evaluate candidates.  

(2) Campaign Fact-Checkers: This 
approach is especially important as students 
evaluate candidate claims in the 2020 
election campaign and draw conclusions and 
make recommendations about which 
candidate to support. Important websites that 
do fact-checking include FactCheck.org, 
Fact Checker, and Politifact. Students can 
also conduct textual analysis of testimony 
and documents, including transcripts of the 

phone calls. Based on these investigations, 
students can turn to an examination of the 
Constitution and legal precedents and make 
judgments based on their investigations. Is 
President Trump’s decision not to make 
some documents available and his order to 
members of the Executive branch not to 
testify a defense of Presidential pejoratives 
and the independence of the Executive 
branch or obstruction of justice by a 
legitimate and Constitutional Congressional 
inquiry? If the Democratic majority on the 
House Committee concludes that President 
Trump did use the Office of the President to 
solicit support from Ukraine to further his 
2020 reelection campaign, does that in itself 
constitute an impeachable offense and 
grounds to remove the President from 
office? 
 (3) Civic Activists: Teachers constantly 
worry whether they are allowed to express a 
point of view in class on major issues or 
how to handle student views that may be 
extreme or disrespectful of others. Teachers 
I work with expressed that these two 
concerns came up repeatedly in discussions 
of the 2016 election and I expect them to 
continue in 2020. A goal in a democratic 
classroom community is that students learn 
to respect themselves and each other. 
Democratic classroom communities provide 
students with emotional support so they can 
take intellectual and social risks. For 
communities to develop, teachers must play 
active roles. I believe they must also be 
willing to model what it means to develop a 
point of view based on evidence and what it 
means to listen and learn from others. 
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The New York State Social Studies 
Frameworks are aligned with the National 
Council for the Social Studies College, 
Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework and 
national Common Core Standards. They 
specifically call on teachers and students to 
collaboratively “Analyze evidence in terms 
of content, authorship, point of view, bias, 
purpose, format, and audience.” In addition, 
students are supposed to learn to “Compare 
the points of view of two or more authors in 
their treatments of the same or similar 
topics, including which details they include 
and emphasize in their respective accounts.” 

As part of this process, students are 
expected to “Demonstrate respect for the 
rights of others in discussions and classroom 
debates; respectfully disagree with other 
viewpoints and provide evidence for a 
counter-argument”; “Work with peers to set 
rules for collegial discussions and decision 
making (e.g., informal consensus, taking 
votes on key issues, and presentation of 
alternate views), clear goals and deadlines, 
and individual roles as needed; “Propel 
conversations by posing and responding to 
questions that relate the current discussion to 
broader themes or larger ideas; actively 
incorporate others into the discussion; 
clarify, verify, or challenge ideas and 
conclusions”; and “Respond thoughtfully to 
diverse perspectives, summarize points of 
agreement and disagreement, and, when 
warranted, qualify or justify their own views 
and understanding and make new 
connections in light of the evidence and 
reasoning presented.” 

As students develop their views 
through research and discussion, they are 
encouraged to act on their understandings. 

New York State and the NCSS’ C3 
Framework specifically endorse student 
activism through voting, volunteering, and 
“joining with others to improve society.” I 
can’t think of a better way of “joining with 
others to improve society” than becoming 
involved in the 2020 election. 

Some projects students can create as 
they engage in any of these approaches 
include rapping about a candidate or issue, 
making a sixty-second infomercial, or 
producing memes, t-shirts, letters to the 
editor of local newspapers, blogs, and 
tweets. I tweet Donald Trump my latest 
meme about two or three times a week. You 
can follow me on twitter at 
https://twitter.com/ReecesPieces8. 
 

Teacher Responses on Teaching 
Impeachment and the 2020 Election 

Mariya Korobkova, Curriculum 
Specialist New York City Department of 
Education: Understanding current issues and 
events is an essential component of a robust 
civics education. As students learn about 
engaging in and having an impact on their 
communities it is important that they remain 
informed about the issues affecting our city, 
nation, and the world. Civics for All has 
created, and will regularly add to, a 
collection of supplemental lesson plans and 
resources to aid in teaching current issues 
and events. The Civics for All: Current 
Issues and Events collection is available 
on WeTeachNYC. It is recommended that 
teachers download and review Current 
Events and Civics Education before using 
the resources in this collection in the 
classroom. These materials include two 
resource types: Full K-2, 3-5, 6-8, and/or 9-

https://twitter.com/ReecesPieces8
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.weteachnyc.org%2Fresources%2Fcollection%2Fcivics-all-current-issues-and-events%2F&data=02%7C01%7CAlan.J.Singer%40hofstra.edu%7Cbdd88264636441ccf09708d77f3dbd0d%7Ce32fc43d7c6246d9b49fcd53ba8d9424%7C0%7C0%7C637117775470064572&sdata=Av2jOOC1hOxJemyg8QKZK%2BRXzYA8xd0v69DVcp6C61Q%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.weteachnyc.org%2Fresources%2Fresource%2Fcurrent-events-and-civics-education%2F%3Fcollection_id%3D1038&data=02%7C01%7CAlan.J.Singer%40hofstra.edu%7Cbdd88264636441ccf09708d77f3dbd0d%7Ce32fc43d7c6246d9b49fcd53ba8d9424%7C0%7C0%7C637117775470074562&sdata=utTCGQE8JZFIFqLMWTkLs3YN%2FE%2Fp9y%2B%2FEZwoI%2BIoVhA%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.weteachnyc.org%2Fresources%2Fresource%2Fcurrent-events-and-civics-education%2F%3Fcollection_id%3D1038&data=02%7C01%7CAlan.J.Singer%40hofstra.edu%7Cbdd88264636441ccf09708d77f3dbd0d%7Ce32fc43d7c6246d9b49fcd53ba8d9424%7C0%7C0%7C637117775470074562&sdata=utTCGQE8JZFIFqLMWTkLs3YN%2FE%2Fp9y%2B%2FEZwoI%2BIoVhA%3D&reserved=0
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12 lesson plans that connect fundamental 
civics concepts to current issues and events. 
The formatting of the lesson plans is 
consistent with the Civics for All lesson 
plans and are distinguishable by their purple 
color-coding. 

A brief summary of the issue or 
event with suggested resources for lesson 
planning and teaching civics-related current 
events. The first resources created for this 
collection are grades 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12 
lesson plans on the impeachment process. 
They are available for download now 
on WeTeachNYC. 
 
Derek Pearce, Division High School, 
Levittown, NY: Levittown is an interesting 
place. Despite the fact that I grew up here, 
went to K-12 school here, and have lived 
here for much of my adult life, I still have 
difficulty understanding the people here. On 
paper, Levittown is “left leaning” with 
51.3% voting Democrat in the last 
presidential election. However, 
conversations with my students and 
neighbors reveal ample support for President 
Trump. Teaching something as politically 
sensitive as impeachment in such a 
politically divided atmosphere has presented 
a unique set of challenges that I have 
attempted to address throughout the year. 
My first lesson on impeachment coincided 
with the House Speaker Pelosi’s press 
conference announcing the beginning of the 
House impeachment inquiry on September 
24th. I predicted that most of my students 
would have only the vaguest sense of the 
impeachment process and the circumstances 
surrounding the impeachment- predictions 
that unfortunately proved to be accurate. To 

counter this lack of context, I started the 
students with several headlines from various 
newspapers that provided clues about the 
background circumstances surrounding the 
announcement of the impeachment inquiry. 
This allowed the few students who were 
aware of the details to explain the context to 
their less informed classmates. To connect 
the impeachment inquiry with the 
curriculum, we moved next to a brief mini-
lesson on the system of checks and balances 
inherent in the Constitution which included 
various examples outside of the obvious 
check impeachment offers Congress over 
the Executive. Finally, students compared an 
excellent video on the impeachment process 
from Ted-Ed with a well-designed flow 
chart from the New York Times that 
demonstrated the possible routes of the 
Trump impeachment inquiry. The lesson 
closed with a debate among students about 
the likely course of the impeachment 
proceedings. Using their newfound 
knowledge of the historical context and 
Constitutional procedures of impeachment, 
many of my students came to the realization 
that impeachment was likely in a 
Democratic controlled House of 
Representatives, but conviction and removal 
from office was unlikely in a Republican 
controlled Senate. Since my first lesson on 
impeachment did not allow my students 
much room for a debate or discussion on 
their views of the Trump impeachment 
inquiry- a conscious choice considering their 
lack of contextual or procedural knowledge, 
I decided to teach a second lesson on the 
impeachment inquiry that coincided with the 
House Judiciary Committee’s vote to 
recommend two articles of impeachment on 

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.weteachnyc.org%2Fresources%2Fcollection%2Fimpeachment-process%2F&data=02%7C01%7CAlan.J.Singer%40hofstra.edu%7Cbdd88264636441ccf09708d77f3dbd0d%7Ce32fc43d7c6246d9b49fcd53ba8d9424%7C0%7C0%7C637117775470084560&sdata=1FPiQMgjSojfHTqO0q1hkq5kiEqV5n6LErH5jWVHoe8%3D&reserved=0
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Friday, December 13th. In this lesson, 
students were presented with reactions to the 
announcement from various Democrats and 
Republicans. After identifying the repeating 
themes associated with the quotes, students 
were tasked with identifying the quote that 
most aligned with their view of the 
impeachment process. Students whose views 
were not adequately represented by the 
available quotes were able to create their 
own. Using the foundational knowledge 
from the previous lesson along with the 
spectrum of perspectives presented by the 
quotes, students were able to have a 
reasoned, informed, and academic 
discussion on a topic that many of them 
were unable to define just a few weeks 
earlier.  

Pablo Muriel, Alfred E. Smith High School, 
Bronx, NY: This is a very exciting time to be 
a social studies teacher but it is also a vital 
time in our democracy and society as a 
whole. Currently we are facing a climate 
crisis that threatens the earth, income 
inequality that have led many historians to 
call this time period the second gilded age, 
immigration policies that place children in 
cages, massive cuts to social services and 
austerity policies that threaten public 
services. All of these current issues make 
teaching the impeachment process a vital 

part of participation in government. I begin 
my lessons with a 10-minute clip of 
democracy now and give the students time 
to write down issues that they believe have 
the most impact on their lives. Next, 
students share out their ideas, this allows 
students to have a dialogue on the current 
issues and become acquainted with those 
issues. The class moves on to the lessons 
which this year have revolved around major 
issues such as climate, immigration, and 
securing the social safety net (my students 
are mostly impoverished, 93% title one 
school). To this end students have read 
articles on these issues, have joined the 
climate protest, visited community board 
meetings (mandatory in my class) and are 
currently writing letters to their 
congressperson on bills they are in support 
of or against. During this process they are 
engaged in the topic of impeachment 
through reading newspaper articles daily as 
a do now assignment and must respond in 
writing on google classrooms and a share-
out that typically leads to the lesson. The 
goal is to immerse students in dialogue, 
politics and activism so that they may take 
full control of their agency, use it to engage 
in government functions and ultimately 
include themselves as part of the larger 
system.

.  
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New York State’s Mohawk Code Talkers 

 

During World War II American 
Indians from 33 tribal groups were recruited 
by the United States Army as Code Talkers. 
These soldiers sent send secret messages in 
codes based on their native languages so that 
enemy forces could not understand 
communications between American troops. 
The word for “turtle” might be used for 
tank. 

The best known Code Talkers were 
members of the Navajo Nation from the 
Southwestern United States. There were also 
Mohawk Code Talkers from the St. Regis 
reservation in New York State. Mohawk 
Code Talkers served in New Guinea, the 
Philippines and the South Pacific. In 2008 
Congress passed the Code Talker 
Recognition Act to commemorate the 
achievements of all of the Code Talkers.  
The St. Regis reservation is known in the 
Mohawk language as Akwesasne. It is 

located along both the American and 
Canadian sides of the St. Lawrence River. 
Most of Akwesasne and the area with the 
largest population are located in New York. 
The Mohawk Nation is one of the Six 
Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy. They 
are the “People of the Flint.” The Iroquois 
Confederacy includes the Cayuga, Oneida, 
Onondaga, Seneca, and Tuscarora Nations. 
Kanien’kéha, the Mohawk language, is a 
living language. Several Kanien’kéha words 
and phrases along with English translations 
are included below. There is an online 
Mohawk Dictionary at 
www.kanienkeha.net/ and a spelling and 
pronunciation guide at www.native-
languages.org/mohawk_guide.htm. There is 
a video with Mohawk pronunciations at 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=nPRaVOd-
UrQ. 
 

 
Kanien’kéha word or phrase English Translation 
Oh nahò:ten iesá:iats? What is your name? 
Tó: na’tesohseriià:kon? How old are you? 
Sátien tánon tesatská:hon Sit down and eat 
Orhen’kè:ne í:ieks / Énkie / Okara’snéha 
i:ieks 

Breakfast / Lunch / Dinner 

Ahserí:ie tanon kenenio’kón:ni Spaghetti and meat balls 
Ka’serehkówa Ratórie’s 
Ka’serehkowa Iotórie’s 

Truck Driver (male) 
Truck Driver (female) 

Shakorihonnién:ni 
Iakorihonnién:ni 

Teacher (male) 
Teacher (female) 

Skén:nen / Karihwakweniénhtshera 
/Kanoronhkwáhtshera / Atenró:sera 

Peace / Respect / Love / Friendship 

Sekon / Ó:nen Hello / Goodbye 
Ista / Raké:ni Mother / Father 

 

http://www.kanienkeha.net/
http://www.native-languages.org/mohawk_guide.htm
http://www.native-languages.org/mohawk_guide.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nPRaVOd-UrQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nPRaVOd-UrQ
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Why did some New Yorker’s show support for slavery? 4th Grade NYS and 
Slavery Inquiry 

Putnam/Northern Westchester BOCES Integrated Social Studies/ELA Curriculum 

 

By April Francis Taylor 

 

Editors Note: This is the second day of a multi-day lesson in a three-lesson sequence designed for fourth 
grade on slavery and New York developed by April Francis Taylor  for the Putnam | Northern 

Westchester BOCES Integrated Social Studies/ELA Curriculum. Lesson 3 will be included in a future 
issue of Teaching Social Studies. Lesson 1 addresses the compelling question “What were the experiences 

of enslaved African Americans in New York State?” 
 
Compelling Question: Why did New 
Yorkers have differing views of American 
slavery in the 1800s?  
• NYS Social Studies Framework: 4.5a: 

There were slaves in New York State. 
People worked to fight against slavery 
and for change. Students will examine 
life for enslaved people in New York 
State.  

 
NYS Social Studies Practices  
• Gathering, Interpreting, and Using 

Evidence; Comparison and 
Contextualization; Economics and 
Economic Systems; Civic Participation  

• NYS Next Gen. ELA Standards: 4R6: 
In informational texts, compare and 
contrast a primary and secondary source 
on the same event or topic. (RI); 4R8: 
Explain how claims in a text are 
supported by relevant reasons and 
evidence. (RI&RL); 4W5: Draw 
evidence from literary or informational 
texts to respond and support analysis, 
reflection, and research by applying 
grade 4 reading standards. 

Learning Objectives  
• Identify the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, 1948; Examine reasons 
why some New Yorker’s would support 
the slavery system; Organize various 
sources into categories; Develop ways to 
effectively work in a group setting; 
Formulate a persuasive letter using 
various sources  

Suggested Timeframe: 1.5 days (90 mins.)  
Materials  
• Source 1- “Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, 1948” adapted excerpt 
• Source 2 -Newspaper advertisements 
• Source 3- Inventory List 
• Source 4- “Why did some New Yorkers 

support slavery?” (reading) 
• Source 5- NYS Slave Codes 
Graphic Organizer, Video on Human Rights: 
humanrights.com/what-are-human-
rights/videos/born-free-and-equal.html 
 
Formative Task: Pretend you are a human 
rights advocate, write a persuasive letter to a 
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supporter of slavery stating why it violates 
human rights.  

Lesson Narrative & Procedure 

In this lesson, students will be introduced to 
the “Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, 1948” document that highlights 
reasons slave systems are inhumane. 
Additionally, students will analyze various 
documents that demonstrate reasons 
(economic and social) why some New 
Yorkers supported the slave system between 
the 1600s to the mid-1800s as a Northern 
state. As a culminating activity, students will 
role play as Human Rights Advocates and 
write a letter to supporters of slavery 
informing them of the reasons why slavery 
is inhumane. 
Preparation for Day 1: Make copies of 
Source 1 and the “Graphic Organizer” Smart 
board to project documents 2-3 sets of 
printed (enlarged if possible) copies of 
Source 2a, 2b, 3, 4, 5 for a classroom  
gallery walk.  
Day 1 Engage (15 mins.) Note: Suggested 
strategy- using the “Talking Circle” strategy 
from the “Let’s Talk” booklet.  
 
1. The teacher should begin the lesson by 

asking students, “What do you think is a 
human right?” The teacher should have 
students share their ideas and give 
examples. 

 
2. Next, the teacher should state, “Did you 

know in 1948, most of the countries in 
the world created a document called the 
Universal Human Rights Declaration, do 
you want to know what the first human 
right they listed was? Let’s watch this 

video to see.” Teacher should queue 
video “United for Human Rights.” (1 
min.) - So what was the first human right 
they listed? Why do you think that was 
the first one?” (have students share) 

 
3. Next, the teacher should distribute 

Source 1 Universal Human Rights 
Declaration, display it on the 
smartboard, and state “Let’s review 
some other Human Rights they listed.” 
The teacher can then have a whole class 
read aloud. During the read aloud, the 
teacher can include annotation or close-
read strategies. After the reading the 
document, the teacher can ask the 
following questions: 
a) Who created this Declaration? (UN) 

Does anyone know where they met? 
(NY)  

b) Why do you think they created it? (if 
students mention it was after World 
War II- the teacher can choose to 
briefly share about the Holocaust and 
how millions of European Jews were 
killed based on prejudice and 
discrimination by the Nazi 
government in Germany in the 
1930s-1940s)? 

c) What is one right that stands out to 
you in this document? Why? (varies) 

d) Based on what we have already 
learned about NYS and the slave 
system, do you believe they had laws 
like these in the 1600s-1800s? Why 
or why not? (This question can be a 
lead into the activity- Why did some 
New Yorkers show support for 
slavery? - there were no laws against 
it then.) 
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4. The teacher can transition by stating, 
“Well, today we are going to examine 
‘Why did some New Yorkers support the 
system of slavery?’ And then we will 
think of what we would tell them today 
based on the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights Laws.” 

 
5. Next, the teacher can inform students 

that they are going to participate in a 
“Gallery Walk” to explore the 
supporting question. The teacher should 
distribute the Graphic Organizer to each 
student. Suggested arrangement of the 
gallery walk could be placing students 
into groups of three or four. The teacher 
should model how students can use the 
graphic organizer by using Source 1 as a 
practice. (see Graphic Organizer 
worksheet). Alternative activity: 
Teachers can choose to have students 
work in groups, each student can receive 
a different document and then participate 
in a “Think-Pair-Share” with their group.  

 
Explore & Explain (25 mins.)  
1. Students will explore each station, using 
the guiding questions to help them analyze 
the documents. After reviewing the 
document for 5-7 mins., students should fill 
in the area on their chart that coincides with 
the document they are examining, each 
student should fill in their own chart. 

2. Students should repeat step 1 for each 
document station. (total 5 stations) 
 
Elaborate (15 mins.)  
1. After students have completed each 
station, the teacher can ask students to return 
to their seats, and have a whole class share 
and discussion on the information they 
wrote on their charts. The teacher can clarify 
any information shared 
2. The teacher should record student 
answers on large chart paper or the smart 
board for a visual for all students. 
3. The teacher should bring student attention 
back to Source 1 “Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights,” and ask students, “Would 
the reasons for support of slavery in NYS be 
in violation of the Universal Human Rights 
Declaration today? Why?” (Students should 
all answer yes, they would be in violation- 
and share various reasons.) 
  
Evaluate (20 mins.)  
1. After students share their answers, the 
teacher can have students begin the 
Formative Task  
Activity:  
a. Pretend you are a human rights advocate 
(a person who publicly supports a cause) 
and write a persuasive letter to a supporter 
of slavery stating why it violates human 
rights. [Note: This task may need additional 
time to complete, depending on individual 
student needs.]  

 

 
 
 
 

Source 1. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948 
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The United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted the original version of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights in 1948, to safeguard all people from inhumane (cruel) treatment. Below is an excerpt 
from the adapted version:  
 

In the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the United Nations has stated in clear and simple terms 
the rights which belong equally to every person.  
1 When children are born, they are free and each should be treated in the same way. They have reason 
and conscience and should act towards one another in a friendly manner . . .   
3 You have the right to live, and to live in freedom and safety.  
4 Nobody has the right to treat you as his or her slave and you should not make anyone your slave.  
5 Nobody has the right to torture you.  
6 You should be legally protected in the same way everywhere, and like everyone else.  
7 The law is the same for everyone; it should be applied in the same way to all . . .   
Source: www.tolerance.org 

 
2a: NY Slave Auction Advertisement 2b: NY Run Away Advertisement 

  
 
Source: New-York Gazette; or, the Weekly Post- Boy, October 27, 1763  
teaching.msa.maryland.gov  
 

Source 3. Inventory from the Will of Frederick Philipse II (1749) 

From “New York and Slavery: Complicity and Resistance” Social Science Docket V. 5 N. 2  
 
Vocabulary: Will- distributes a person’s possessions to people they choose upon their death. 
Inventory- list of items, goods, products of a building 
 

Men: 
Ceaser 
Dimond 
Sampson 
Keiser 
Flip 
Tom  

Men not fit for work: 
James 
Charles  
Billy 
 

Boys: 
Tom abt 9 years old 
Charles 9 Do 
Sam 8 Do 
Dimond 7 Do 
Hendrick 5 Do 
Ceaser 2 Do 

Women: 
Susan 
Abigal 
Massy 
Dina 
Sue 
Betty 3 years old a girl 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 20, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2020 
 

92 
   

Venture Harry 1 & 4 months  
2 Silver Tankards 
1 Do Mugg 
6 New Silver Spoons 
6 old Ditto 
1 Silver Teapott 
6 Silver forks 
1 Do pepper box 

(In the Garrett) April 19th 1750 
6 flax Spinning wheels 
2 Woll . . . Do 
1 old gun 
Some wool & Tow 
a Miners pick Ax 
4 Siths & 2 handles 
a flax Reel 
a pr of old scales and weights 
Some old baskets and old Cask  
a tin Cullender 

 
Source 3 Guiding Questions  

1. What is an “inventriy?” 
2. Whose “will” does this inventory belong to? 
3. Where does this person live?  
4. What “goods” are described in this inventory? Does this surprise you?  

 
Source 4. Why did some New Yorkers support slavery?  
Vocabulary: clergyman- religious leaders  
1. It was said that in New York City the rich merchants, politicians, and clergymen were 
completely tied into the economic system of [using slave] labor for profit. The sugar [factory] 
businesses first based in Manhattan and then in Brooklyn relied on those crops grown by 
slaves. The New York merchants provided the money and operated the Southern cotton trade:  
“Cotton production by slaves in the South was a major source of profits and employment for 
shipping, banking, insurance, and textile (cloth) industries that were based in New York.”  
 
2. Roman Catholic Archbishop John Hughes in a sermon at the old St. Patrick’s Cathedral 
“cited passages from the Gospel (Bible) . . . to justify slavery, comparing the slave master to 
the father of a family. Hughes claimed to recognize “slavery as an evil” but declared that it 
was “not an absolute . . . evil” because it brought Africans to Christianity. 

Source: “New York and Slavery: Complicity and Resistance” Social Science Docket V5 N2  
 
Source 4 Guiding Questions 

1. According to the document, what did the sugar factory business rely on from enslaved 
Africans? 

2. What other economic areas relied on enslaved people's labor? 
3. What did Archbishop John Hughes use to justify the slave system? 
4. Why do you think supporters of the slave system would use the Christian Bible to justify 

slavery? 
  
Source 5 New York’s first slave code (1702):  
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Slave codes are laws to limit the rights of enslaved people. Below is an excerpt from the New 
York General Assembly (lawmakers).  
REGULATING OF SLAVES IT ENACTED BY HIS EXCELLENCY THE GOVERNOR AND 
COUNCIL AND REPRESENTATIVES convened [gathered] in General Assembly, and by 
authority of the same, That no Person or Persons hereafter throughout this [colony], do presume 
to trade with any [enslaved person] either in buying or selling, without...consent of the Master or 
Mistress [slave owners], [if they do they would have to pay] triple the value of the thing traded 
for... to the Master or Mistress of such slave . . .  
AND BE IT FURTHER ENACTED by the authority, That [now] it shall...be lawful for any 
Master or Mistress of slaves to punish their slaves for their Crimes and offences at Discretion, 
not exceeding to life. 
Source: “New York and Slavery: Complicity and Resistance” Social Science Docket V. 5 N. 2 
 
Source 5 Guiding Questions  

1. What are slave codes? 
2. When were New York’s first slave codes adopted?  
3. Why do you think they needed to create laws to:  

a. Not allow traders to trade with enslaved people without their owners knowing?  
b. Allow slave owners to punish their enslaved people?  

 
Graphic Organizer: Why did some New Yorkers support slavery?  
Directions: Use this chart to organize your information when you review each document.  

Document  Primary or Secondary  
How does it support the 
slave system?  

Evidence  

1- Universal HR     
2a     
2b     
3     
4     
5     

 
Formative Task Activity: Pretend you are a Human Rights Advocate. Write a persuasive letter 
to the 1702 NYS General Assembly of New York, making the claim that slavery violates the 
“Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” In your letter include evidence from at least two 
documents from the Gallery Walk to support your claim.  
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Due Process on Campus 

 

The FIRE Student Network 

 

Editor’s Note: The entirety of this teacher’s 
guide is retrievable at 
https://www.thefire.org/research/publications/fir
e-
guides/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwjOrtBRCcARIsAEq4r
W5nV-
s7ioI5LvIaZ1_p0WRDFfU0CwEWwxE91-
pGgD3-nZNmz97_SkIaAssHEALw_wcB 

 

FIRE’s work to protect fundamental 
rights on campus concentrates on four 
areas: freedom of speech and expression; 
religious liberty and freedom of association; 
freedom of conscience; and due process and 
legal equality on campus. Ultimately, FIRE 
seeks to end the debilitating fatalism that 
paralyzes students and faculty by bringing 
public attention to the issue while providing 
protection to those who are now helpless in 
the face of abuses of power on campuses 
across the nation. 
 

The right to due process means that 
fair procedures must be followed before 
someone accused of wrongdoing is found 
responsible and punished. This primer 
outlines rights that students should have 
within campus disciplinary proceedings and 
details a handful of warning signs that 
Student Due Process Rights May Be At 
Risk. For a more thorough analysis of due 

process rights on campus, consult FIRE’s 
Guide to Due Process and Campus Justice.  
 
Procedural Due Process Rights 
Guaranteed at Public Institutions under 
the Fourteenth Amendment  
 
Notice and an Opportunity to be Heard  

If you face suspension or expulsion 
from a public university, you have a right to 
hear the evidence against you and to have an 
opportunity to rebut it. This right was first 
recognized by the Supreme Court in Goss v. 
Lopez (1975), which held that “[a]t the very 
minimum ... students facing suspension and 
the consequent interference with a protected 
property interest must be given some kind of 
notice and afforded some kind of hearing.” 
The Court in Goss held that the opportunity 
to be heard includes the right to both “an 
explanation of the evidence the authorities 
have and an opportunity to present his side 
of the story.” Although the right to be heard 
does not, in the school setting, guarantee the 
right to a right to a formal hearing, some 
circumstances “may require more formal 
procedures.” Goss holds that the more 
serious the potential punishment, the more 
due process protections are required.  
 
The Right to Be Present at a Formal 
Hearing  

https://www.thefire.org/research/publications/fire-guides/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwjOrtBRCcARIsAEq4rW5nV-s7ioI5LvIaZ1_p0WRDFfU0CwEWwxE91-pGgD3-nZNmz97_SkIaAssHEALw_wcB
https://www.thefire.org/research/publications/fire-guides/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwjOrtBRCcARIsAEq4rW5nV-s7ioI5LvIaZ1_p0WRDFfU0CwEWwxE91-pGgD3-nZNmz97_SkIaAssHEALw_wcB
https://www.thefire.org/research/publications/fire-guides/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwjOrtBRCcARIsAEq4rW5nV-s7ioI5LvIaZ1_p0WRDFfU0CwEWwxE91-pGgD3-nZNmz97_SkIaAssHEALw_wcB
https://www.thefire.org/research/publications/fire-guides/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwjOrtBRCcARIsAEq4rW5nV-s7ioI5LvIaZ1_p0WRDFfU0CwEWwxE91-pGgD3-nZNmz97_SkIaAssHEALw_wcB
https://www.thefire.org/research/publications/fire-guides/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwjOrtBRCcARIsAEq4rW5nV-s7ioI5LvIaZ1_p0WRDFfU0CwEWwxE91-pGgD3-nZNmz97_SkIaAssHEALw_wcB
https://www.thefire.org/research/publications/fire-guides/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwjOrtBRCcARIsAEq4rW5nV-s7ioI5LvIaZ1_p0WRDFfU0CwEWwxE91-pGgD3-nZNmz97_SkIaAssHEALw_wcB
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As established in Goss, you have the 
right to hear for yourself “an explanation of 
the evidence” against you before you present 
your defense. As a result, if your public 
university uses a formal hearing to decide 
your case, you have the right, even where 
potential punishments are minimal, to be 
present at all of the hearing in order to hear 
the evidence being used against you.  
 
Composition of the Hearing Panel  
Hearing boards in university disciplinary 
cases must be free from unreasonable bias. 
If you believe that the tribunal charged with 
hearing your case is biased, you should 
object in writing before the panel considers 
your case or as soon as possible.  
 
Procedural Safeguards Granted By 
Institutional Policies or Legislation  
 

In addition to the constitutional 
rights students at public institutions enjoy, 
students at both public and private 
institutions may be afforded additional 
procedural safeguards through school 
policies or state legislation. For this reason, 
it’s important to know and understand your 
university’s disciplinary policies and 
procedures. For example, the law does not 
require colleges and universities to offer a 
full and formal judicial hearing, but many 
institutions offer a more robust hearing to 
students accused of misconduct. Federal law 
does not guarantee that attorneys hired by 
students can actively participate in 
proceedings, but some universities have 
provisions that allow for such participation, 
and some states have enacted laws 
guaranteeing students the right to active 

assistance of counsel. Similarly, although 
federal law does not require campus 
tribunals to permit cross-examination of 
witnesses in all cases, some universities 
have policies specifically granting students 
that opportunity. When a school offers more 
than the law requires, it has a moral and 
often contractual obligation to live up to its 
promises. Courts in some jurisdictions will 
compel both public and private institutions 
to give you all of the procedural protections 
that they have promised you. If your college 
or university fails to follow its own rules, do 
your best to document everything and 
contact FIRE for help.  
 
Due Process Red Flags to Watch For  
 
Due process rights may be infringed not 
only by unfair or unclear disciplinary 
procedures, but also policies that are vague, 
overbroad, or unfair.  
 
Vague Rules  
Rules must be written with enough clarity 
that individuals have fair warning about 
prohibited conduct. The courts do not 
demand perfect precision in the formulation 
of rules, but they can find a law “void for 
vagueness” if people would have to guess at 
its meaning or would easily disagree about 
its application. For the courts, how much 
clarity is required depends on the extent to 
which constitutional rights are implicated. 
For instance, rules restricting free expression 
must be wholly clear to avoid “chilling” free 
speech.  
 
Overbroad Rules  
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Laws are said to be overbroad if, in addition 
to whatever else they prohibit, they restrict 
protected First Amendment freedoms. The 
overbreadth doctrine has its roots in the First 
Amendment’s guarantees of freedom of 
speech, assembly, and press. When a 
provision of a law violates the First 
Amendment, it is possible to salvage the rest 
of the law by removing the o ending section.  
 

Unfair Rules  
Public universities possess significant 
authority to prevent disruptions of the 
educational process. However, this does not 
give them the authority to enact rules that 
are arbitrary or grossly unfair, violate the 
First Amendment or other constitutional 
rights, or intrude unnecessarily upon the 
rights of privacy or conscience.  
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From Lesson to Assessment:  

What are the First Amendment Rights of Assembly and Petition? 

 

From Lesson to Assessment: What are the 
First Amendment rights of assembly and 
petition? 
Do Now: According to the First Amendment 
to the Constitution – “Congress shall make 
no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 
thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, 
or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of grievances.” 
This cartoon is from 1909. The photograph 
is from 1917. 
 

Questions 
1. Who do the two people in the cartoon 

represent? 
2. Based on the photograph and the year, 

what change do you think the petitioner 
is demanding? 

3. The women are assembled in front of the 
White House. In your opinion, is this a 
constitutionally protected assembly? 
Explain. 

4. This campaign started in 1848 with a 
woman’s rights convention. In your 
opinion, why did this campaign take so 
long to achieve success? 

 

  

A. Should there be limits on assembly? 
Did New York State violate Nicole 
Carty’s constitutional rights? 
Disorderly Conduct in New York, Penal 
Law 240.20: A person is guilty of 

disorderly conduct when, with intent to 
cause public inconvenience, annoyance 
or alarm, or recklessly creating a risk 
thereof: 
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He engages in fighting or in violent, 
tumultuous or threatening behavior; or 
• He makes unreasonable noise; or 
• In a public place, he uses abusive or 

obscene language, or makes an 
obscene gesture; or 

• Without lawful authority, he disturbs 
any lawful assembly or meeting of 
persons; or 

• He obstructs vehicular or pedestrian 
traffic; or 

• He congregates with other persons in 
a public place and refuses to comply 
with a lawful order of the police to 
disperse; or 

• He creates a hazardous or physically 
offensive condition by any act which 
serves no legitimate 
purpose. Disorderly conduct is a 
violation. 

 
People v. Carty (Nicole) 2016: Defendant 
was convicted, after a nonjury trial, of two 
counts of disorderly conduct, arising from 
her participation in an "Occupy Wall Street" 
protest. Defendant's present arguments 
relating to the legal sufficiency of the 
evidence, to the extent preserved for 
appellate review, are lacking in merit. Nor 
was the verdict against the weight of the 
evidence. The People's proof established 
that defendant obstructed pedestrian traffic 
(see Penal Law § 240.20) by laying down on 
a busy Wall Street sidewalk at 4:00 PM on a 
trading day, side-by-side with other 
"Occupy" protestors, and refused to comply 
with a lawful police order to disperse.  
 
 
 

B. Did the Gag Rule violate the United 
States Constitution? 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gag_rule#Unit
ed_States ) 
 
In 1834 the American Anti-Slavery Society 
began an antislavery petition drive. Over the 
next few years the number of petitions sent 
to Congress increased sharply. In 1837—38, 
for example, abolitionists sent more than 
130,000 petitions to Congress asking for the 
abolition of slavery in Washington, DC. As 
antislavery opponents became more 
insistent, Southern members of Congress 
were increasingly adamant in their defense 
of slavery. In May of 1836 the House passed 
a resolution that automatically "tabled," or 
postponed action on all petitions relating to 
slavery without hearing them. Stricter 
versions of this gag rule passed in 
succeeding Congresses. At first, only a small 
group of congressmen, led by 
Representative John Quincy Adams of 
Massachusetts, opposed the rule. Adams 
used a variety of parliamentary tactics to try 
to read slavery petitions on the floor of the 
House, but each time he fell victim to the 
rule. Gradually, as antislavery sentiment in 
the North grew, more Northern congressmen 
supported Adams’s argument that, whatever 
one’s view on slavery, stifling the right to 
petition was wrong. In 1844 the House 
rescinded the gag rule on a motion made by 
John Quincy Adams. 
 
Exit Ticket: In your opinion, what limits, if 
any, should be placed on the rights of 
assembly and petition? 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gag_rule#United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gag_rule#United_States
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A.  
1. The photograph below was taken in front of the White House in 1917. What were the women demanding? 
A. The women in the picture were campaigning for independence from Great Britain. 
B. The women were demanding an end to slavery in the United States. 
C. The women were demanding the right to join a labor union. 
D. The women were demanding the right to vote. 
 
2. Why were the women criticized for these protests? 
A. No women had this right anywhere in the United States. 
B. They were criticized because the federal government had already agreed to approve this right. 
C. They were criticized as disloyal because the United States was engaged in World War I. 
D. They weren’t criticized and President Wilson joined their protests. 

In 1834 the American Anti-Slavery 
Society began an antislavery petition drive. 
Over the next few years the number of 
petitions sent to Congress increased sharply. 
In 1837—38, for example, abolitionists sent 
more than 130,000 petitions to Congress 
asking for the abolition of slavery in 
Washington, DC. As antislavery opponents 
became more insistent, Southern members 
of Congress were increasingly adamant in 
their defense of slavery. In May of 1836 the 
House passed a “gag rule” that automatically 
"tabled," or postponed action on all petitions 
relating to slavery without hearing them. 
Representative John Quincy Adams, a 
former President of the United States, 
argued that whatever one’s view on slavery, 
stifling the right to petition was wrong.  

 
1. What was the “gag rule”? 

A. Northern abolitionists wanted to 
prevent speeches in Congress by 
Southern supporters of slavery. 

B. Southern supporters of slavery 
wanted to block anti-slavery 
petitions from being read in 
Congress. 

C. When he was President, John 
Quincy Adams stopped all 
Congressional debate over 
slavery. 

D. A bill to end slavery in the 
United States and prevent a Civil 
War. 
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2. What Constitutional grounds could 
Adams use to challenge the 
Congressional gag rule? 

A. The 5thAmendment to the 
Constitution ensures all people 
due legal process. 

B. The 14th Amendment to the 
Constitution ensures the citizen 
rights of all Americans. 

C. The 13th Amendment outlawed 
slavery in the United States. 

D. The 1st Amendment protects the 
right of Americans to petition the 
government. 

 

3. Examine documents A and B and then 
write a persuasive essay of 
approximately 250-words where you 
take a position on whether there 
should be limits on the right to 
assembly. Refer to at least two, either 
hypothetical or actual incidents, to 
support your position. 

 
A. “Congress shall make no law 

respecting an establishment of 

religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the 
freedom of speech, or of the press; or 
the right of the people peaceably to 
assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of 
grievances.” 

 
B. Defendant was convicted, after a 

non-jury trial, of two counts of 
disorderly conduct, arising from her 
participation in an "Occupy Wall 
Street" protest. Defendant's present 
arguments relating to the legal 
sufficiency of the evidence, to the 
extent preserved for appellate 
review, are lacking in merit. Nor was 
the verdict against the weight of the 
evidence. The People's proof 
established that defendant obstructed 
pedestrian traffic (Penal Law § 
240.20) by laying down on a busy 
Wall Street sidewalk at 4:00 PM on a 
trading day, side-by-side with other 
"Occupy" protestors, and refused to 
comply with a lawful police order to 
disperse.  
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Broken Promises in the Middle East from the Institute for Curriculum 
Services 

 

Institute for Curriculum Services 

 

Editor’s Note: this lesson is retrievable from 
https://icsresources.org/curriculum/the-
arab-israeli-conflict/ 
 
 

The Institute for Curriculum 
Services (ICS) is dedicated to improving 
the quality of K-12 education on Jews, 
Judaism, and Israel in the United States. 
They do this by developing standards-
aligned curricula and training teachers 
around the country (www.icsresources.org). 
Steve Goldberg, a former President of the 
National Council for the Social Studies, is 
the New York regional trainer for (ICS).  In 
this lesson, students examine letters, 
agreements, and official statements that 
were written during World War I and shortly 
after it ended. These documents show how 
the British made conflicting promises to 
Jews and Arabs during this period. These are 
planned as a two-day lesson. 
 
ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS  
• What role did the Allied Powers 

(especially the British Government) play 
in setting up conflicts in the region 
which persist today?  

• Why did the British Government make 
promises that conflicted with each other?  

 

Learning Outcomes - Students will be able 
to: 
• Understand the connection between the 

broken promises made to Arabs and 
Jews during World War 1 and current 
challenges in the Middle East. 

• Situate a modern conflict in its 
historical, cultural, and geographical 
context.  

• Derive information from political maps.  
• Determine the central ideas or 

information from a primary text.  
• Determine the meaning of words and 

phrases used in a text.  
 
Materials: Broken Promises video and 
Primary Sources, Key Words, and Maps 
(available online)  
 
Primary Sources  
• DOCUMENT 1: Hussein-McMahon 

Correspondence (1915) and Maps ? 
• DOCUMENT 2: The Sykes-Picot 

Agreement (1916) and Map ? 
• DOCUMENT 3: The Balfour 

Declaration (1917) ? 
• DOCUMENT 4: The Feisal-Weizmann 

Agreement (1919) ? 
• DOCUMENT 5: The Covenant of the 

League of Nations, Article 22 (1919)  

https://icsresources.org/curriculum/the-arab-israeli-conflict/
https://icsresources.org/curriculum/the-arab-israeli-conflict/
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Handouts: Tweet the Document Exercise; 
SOAPSTone Graphic Organizer; Exit Slip 
   
Introduction: Ask the students to talk to 
their elbow partners about times when 
they’ve experienced promises being broken. 
Has a friend broken a promise? A parent or 
guardian? A family member? What did it 
feel like? Is there any way to make up for a 
broken promise? What do broken promises 
do to relationships? At this point, the teacher 
can segue into the topic of the class: What 
happens when nations make promises that 
they can’t or won’t keep?  
 
Activities: Watch the film, “Broken 
Promises,” available online; if you didn’t do 
Lesson 1, watch the film, “Land Matters,” 
also online. Alternatively, you may 
introduce the topic with the following 
talking points:  
• To understand the Arab-Israeli conflict, 

it’s important to consider the broken 
promises that the British made to Arabs 
and Jews as they tried to secure allies in 
the Middle East during World War I.  

• During WWI, the geographic territory 
that now comprises the State of Israel, 
Gaza, and the West Bank, was known as 
“Greater Syria” and had been part of the 
Ottoman Empire for six centuries. 

• Because of its geographic location, this 
region is a land bridge connecting Asia, 
Africa, and Europe and was strategically 
important to the Allied Forces (Britain, 
France, Russia, and later the United 
States and Italy) in their fight against the 
Central Powers (primarily Germany and 
the Ottoman Empire).  

• Britain first engaged Arab leaders as 
allies during World War I by promising 
them independence at the end of the war 
(as seen in DOCUMENT 1: The 
Hussein-McMahon Correspondence).  

• Shortly after, Britain enlisted Jewish 
support in the war effort by promising to 
create a Jewish national home in the 
ancient Jewish homeland (as seen in the 
DOCUMENT 3: Balfour Declaration).  

• While some Arab and Jewish leaders 
recognized the benefits of the 
establishment and maintenance of 
respective territories within this region 
(as seen in the DOCUMENT 4: Faisal- 
Weizmann Agreement), the ruling 
powers (Britain and France) secretly 
made an agreement to exercise political 
control through spheres of influence (as 
seen in the DOCUMENT 2: Sykes-Picot 
Agreement).  

• Shortly after World War I ended, 
European nations formed the League of 
Nations as a way to settle international 
disputes and prevent future conflict. The 
DOCUMENT 5: Covenant of the 
League of Nations, Article 22, provides 
the framework for what should be done 
with the colonies and territories that had 
controlled by the Central Powers before 
the war.  

  
Primary Source Analysis  
Option 1: Working in small groups, students 
will analyze primary source documents 
using the social media platform, Twitter. 
This activity works best with Documents 1-
3. Each group should have one Tweet the 
Document handout and one of the first three 
documents. Each group will do their own 
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document analysis using the Tweet format 
(see handout). Explain that Twitter is an 
online news and social networking site 
where people communicate in short 
messages called Tweets. Using a maximum 
of 280 characters, the Tweeter’s ideas are 
explained in brief but meaningful phrases, 
promoting the focused and intentional use of 
language. Hashtags (#) are used to 
categorize Tweets so that they are part of a 
narrowed conversation and are easier to find 
in a Twitter search. They are also used to 
add extra emphasis to the Tweet, similar to 
bullet points.  
 
Option 2: Students should form groups of 
four or five so that they will be able to work 
independentlyandtheninsmallgroupsevaluate
fiveprimarysourcedocuments. Distribute the 
primary source documents so that each 
group receives a full set. If there are only 
four students in a group, they can skip either 
Document 4 or 5. Each student should read 
the introduction to the text to get a sense of 
authorship, audience, setting, time, and type 
of document. Then, each student will read 
the assigned primary source document, 
using the SOAPSTone Graphic Organizer to 
record pertinent details. Students will then 
present their findings to their small groups.  

 
Variation: Students form groups of two (or 
three) and each pair will work on one text 
and fill out the SOAPSTone Graphic 
Organizer together. The small groups then 
present their findings to the class so that the 
whole class is exposed to the full set of 
documents. In order to make use of both 
types of primary source analysis, students 
may use the exercise for because they are 
shorter and more conducive to the Tweet 
format. Using the exercise for Documents 4-
5 gives students the opportunity to focus on 
the more nuanced language in these sources, 
especially with regard to purpose and tone.  
 
Option 3: In order to make use of both types 
of primary source analysis, students may use 
the exercise for because they are shorter and 
more conducive to the Tweet format. Using 
the exercise for Documents 4-5 gives 
students the opportunity to focus on the 
more nuanced language in these sources, 
especially with regard to purpose and tone.  
 
Conclusion: Students can answer the 
questions on the Exit Slip, either as part of a 
class discussion or individually.  

 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

DOCUMENT 1: Hussein-McMahon Correspondence (1915)  
BACKGROUND: Beginning in the summer of 1915, Sir Henry McMahon (1862-1949), British 
High Commissioner in Cairo, exchanged letters with Hussein Ibn Ali (1853/54-1931), the Sherif 
of Mecca. In these letters, which became known as “The Hussein-McMahon Correspondence,” 
McMahon agreed to support Hussein’s request for Arab independence in exchange for Arab 
support against the Ottoman Empire in World War I. NOTE: The maps that accompany this 
document were not part of the original correspondence; they represent the request that Hussein 
made and the response that McMahon provided. What precisely was promised later became the 
subject of great debate.  
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Source: The Israel-Arab Reader: A Documentary History of the Middle East Conflict. W. 
Laqueur and B. Rubin, editors. New York: Penguin Books, 2008.  

 
EXCERPT From Sir Henry McMahon, 24 October 1915  
“I have received your letter of the 29th Shawal, 1333 [in the Islamic calendar], with much 
pleasure and your expressions of friendliness and sincerity have given me the greatest 
satisfaction.  
 
“I regret that you should have received from my last letter the impression that I regarded the 
question of the limits and boundaries with coldness and hesitation; such was not the case . . .  I 
have realised, however . . . that you regard this question as one of vital and urgent importance. I 
have, therefore, lost no time in informing the Government of Great Britain of the contents of 
your letter, and it is with great pleasure that I communicate to you on their behalf the following 
statement, which I am confident you will receive with satisfaction.  
 
“The two districts of Mersina and Alexandretta and portions of Syria lying to the west of the 
districts of Damascus, Homs, Hama and Aleppo cannot be said to be purely Arab, and should be 
excluded from the limits demanded. . . I am empowered in the name of the Government of Great 
Britain to give the following assurances and make the following reply to your letter:  

1. Subject to the above modifications, Great Britain is prepared to recognize and support 
the independence of the Arabs in all the regions within the limits demanded by the 
Sherif of Mecca. 

2. When the situation admits, Great Britain will give to the Arabs her advice and will assist 
them to establish what may appear to be the most suitable forms of government in those 
various territories. 

3. On the other hand, it is understood that the Arabs have decided to seek the advice and 
guidance of Great Britain only, and that such European advisers and officials as may 
be required for the formation of a sound form of administration will be British . . . 

 
“I am convinced that this declaration will assure you beyond all possible doubt of the sympathy 
of Great Britain towards the aspirations of her friends the Arabs and will result in a firm and 
lasting alliance, the immediate results of which will be the expulsion of the Turks from the Arab 
countries and the freeing of the Arab peoples from the Turkish yoke, which for so many years 
has pressed heavily upon them.”  
 
KEYWORDS 
Islamic calendar: lunar calendar with 12 months and 354 or 355 days; began in 622 CE 

(which became Year 1) to mark the year that Muhammad (whom Muslims view as the last 
prophet) migrated from Mecca to Medina with his followers and established the first 
Muslim community  

Sherif of Mecca: leader responsible for overseeing the Islamic holy cities of Mecca and 
Medina and the surrounding Hejaz (in what is today Saudi Arabia); traditional title given 
to descendants of Muhammad’s grandson, Hasan ibn Ali  

Sheikh: an Arab leader; a title often given to a chief of a tribe or family  
Turkish yoke: Ottoman rule 

 



Teaching Social Studies: Vol. 20, No. 1, Winter/Spring 2020 
 

105 
   

 
Hussein’s Request 

 

McMahon’s Response 

 
The area with diagonal lines (ARABIA) 
represents what Hussein originally 
requested as territory for a future Arab 
state. See Schneer, Jonathan, Balfour 
Declaration the Origins of the Arab-Israeli 
Conflict  (New York: Random House, 
2012). 

In his letter, McMahon offers Hussein 
everything to the right of the thick dark line 
(which corresponds to Arabia on the map to the 
right, but was technically called the Villayet of 
Damascus because it was part of the Ottoman 
Empire). The area in the shaded region, 
McMahon said, was not properly Arab and 
could not be included. 

 
 
   
DOCUMENT 2: Sykes-Picot Agreement (1916) (EXCERPT) 

Source: The Israel-Arab Reader: A Documentary History of the Middle East Conflict. W. 
Laqueur and B. Rubin, editors. New York: Penguin Books, 2008.  

 
BACKGROUND: On May 9, 1916, Great Britain and France reached a secret agreement, 
drafted by their representatives Mark Sykes and Francois George-Picot, respectively. As part of 
this agreement they outlined their spheres of influence in the Middle East, territory for an Arab 
state or confederation of Arab states, dividing most of the Ottoman Empire into areas of British 
and French control which would take effect at the end of World War I. This agreement became 
public in March 1917 (See accompanying map). 
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That France and Great Britain are 
prepared to recognize and protect an 
independent Arab State or a 
Confederation of Arab States (A) and 
(B) marked on the annexed map, under 
the suzerainty of an Arab chief. That in 
area (A) France, and in area (B) Great 
Britain, shall have priority of right of 
enterprise and local loans. That in area 
(A) France, and in area (B) Great 
Britain, shall alone supply  
advisers or foreign functionaries at the 
request of the Arab State or 
Confederation of Arab States.  
That in the blue area France, and in the 
red area Great Britain, shall be 
allowed to establish such direct or 
indirect administration or control as 
they desire and as they may think fit to 
arrange with the Arab State or 
Confederation of Arab States. That in 
the brown area [yellow on the map] 
there shall be established an 
international administration, the form 
of which is to be decided upon after 
consultation with Russia, and 
subsequently in consultation with the 
other Allies, and the representatives of 
the Shereef [alternative spelling for 
Sherif] of Mecca.  
 

 

 
KEYWORDS  
confederation: association, partnership 
functionaries: officials, employees 
right of enterprise: the right to control their own business interests 
spheres of influence: areas where British and French interests would have priority over local 
governments  
suzerainty: a situation in which the Arabs could be in charge of their own internal affairs but 
where Great Britain or France, as the dominant states, would still control foreign affairs  

 

DOCUMENT 3: The Balfour Declaration (1917)  

BACKGROUND: On November 2, 1917, British Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour 
(1848-1930) wrote a letter, endorsing the British Government’s establishment of a Jewish 
national home in the geographic territory of Palestine. Lord Rothschild, to whom the letter was 
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addressed, was the unofficial leader of the British Jewish community. Source: Balfour 
Declaration November 2, 1917. The Avalon Project at Yale Law School.  
 

Foreign Office 
November 2nd, 1917 

Dear Lord Rothschild, 
I have much pleasure in conveying to you, on behalf of His Majesty's Government, the 
following declaration of sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations which has been submitted 
to, and approved by, the Cabinet. 
 
"His Majesty's Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home 
for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this 
object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and 
religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political 
status enjoyed by Jews in any other country." 
 
I should be grateful if you would bring this declaration to the knowledge of the Zionist 
Federation. 
 

Yours sincerely, 
Arthur James Balfour 

 
KEYWORD: Zionist Federation: group founded in 1899 to advocate for a permanent homeland 
for the Jewish people  
 
DOCUMENT 4: Feisal-Weizmann Agreement (1919) (EXCERPT) 

Source: The Israel-Arab Reader: A Documentary History of the Middle East Conflict. W. 
Laqueur and B. Rubin, editors. New York: Penguin, 2008. 

 
BACKGROUND: On January 3, 1919, Emir Feisal (1885-1933), son of Hussein ibn-Ali and an 
Arab leader and military commander, and Chaim Weizmann (1874-1952), President of the 
Zionist Organization, entered into an agreement with each other to formalize the national 
aspirations of both the Jews and the Arabs with the aim of establishing independent states for 
both peoples. Note: In this agreement, the term Palestine referred to a Jewish state.  
 
His Royal Highness the Emir Feisal, representing and acting on behalf of the Arab Kingdom of 
Hedjaz, and Dr. Chaim Weizmann, representing and acting on behalf of the Zionist Organisation, 
mindful of the racial kinship and ancient bonds existing between the Arabs and the Jewish 
people . . . have agreed upon the following Articles:  
 
• Article I: The Arab State and Palestine [Jewish State] in all their relations and undertakings 

shall be controlled by the most cordial goodwill and understanding . . . . 
• Article II: The definite boundaries between the Arab State and Palestine shall be determined 

by a Commission to be agreed upon by the parties hereto. 
• Article III: Measures shall be adopted . . . or carrying into effect the British Government's 

Declaration of the 2nd of November, 1917 [the Balfour Declaration]. 
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• Article IV: All necessary measures shall be taken to encourage and stimulate immigration of 
Jews into Palestine on a large scale . . . In taking such measures the Arab peasant and tenant 
farmers shall be protected in their rights and shall be assisted in forwarding their economic 
development. 

• Article V: No regulation or law shall be made prohibiting or interfering in any way with the 
free exercise of religion . . .  

• Article VI: The Mohammedan Holy Places shall be under Mohammedan control. 
• Article VII: The Zionist Organization will use its best efforts to assist the Arab State in 

providing the means for developing the natural resources and economic possibilities thereof.  
 

Reservation by the Emir Feisal: If the Arabs are established as I have asked in my manifesto of 4 
January, addressed to the British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, I will carry out what is 
written in this agreement. If changes are made, I cannot be answerable for failing to carry out 
this agreement.  
 
KEYWORDS  
answerable: responsible; blamed for  
cordial: warm, friendly 
Emir: commander, prince, or ruler  
free exercise of religion: the right to choose and practice a religion  
hereto: to this document  
measures: systems, procedures 
Mohammedan: old-fashioned term for Muslim; not used today  
reservation: stipulation; a condition that must be met  
thereof: the thing that has just been mentioned; in this case, the Arab State  

 

DOCUMENT 5: Covenant of the League of Nations, Article 22 (1919) (EXCERPT) 
Source: The Covenant of the League of Nations, 1919. The Avalon Project at Yale Law 

School.  
 
BACKGROUND: As World War I was coming to a close, many of the European powers sought 
to form an international organization to settle disputes between nations. Member nations would 
agree to defend each other if attacked and would not declare war without the consent of the 
others. The Covenant of the League of Nations is the document which created the League of 
Nations and defined its mission. The League of Nations formally came into being in 1920 as a 
result of the Paris Peace Conference. This section of the Covenant talks about what should be 
done with the colonies and territories controlled by the Central Powers before World War I.  
 
To those colonies and territories which as a consequence of the late war have ceased to be under 
the sovereignty of the States which formerly governed them and which are inhabited by peoples 
not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world, there 
should be applied the principle that the well-being and development of such peoples form a 
sacred trust of civilization and that securities for the performance of this trust should be 
embodied in this Covenant . . .   
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The tutelage of such peoples should be entrusted to advanced nations who by reason of their 
resources, their experience or their geographical position can best undertake this responsibility, 
and who are willing to accept it, and that this tutelage should be exercised by them as 
Mandatories on behalf of the League.  
 
The character of the mandate must differ according to the stage of the development of the 
people, the geographical situation of the territory, its economic conditions and other similar 
circumstances.  
 
Certain communities formerly belonging to the Turkish Empire [Ottoman Empire] have reached 
a stage of development where their existence as independent nations can be provisionally 
recognized subject to the rendering of administrative advice and assistance by a Mandatory until 
such time as they are able to stand alone. The wishes of these communities must be a principal 
consideration in the selection of the Mandatory.  
 
Other peoples, especially those of Central Africa, are at such a stage that the Mandatory must be 
responsible for the administration of the territory under conditions which will guarantee freedom 
of conscience and religion, subject only to the maintenance of public order and morals, the 
prohibition of abuses such as the slave trade, the arms traffic and the liquor traffic, and the 
prevention of the establishment of fortifications or military and naval bases and of military 
training of the natives for other than police purposes and the defense of territory, and will also 
secure equal opportunities for the trade and commerce of other Members of the League . . .   
 
The degree of authority, control, or administration to be exercised by the Mandatory shall, if not 
previously agreed upon by the Members of the League, be explicitly defined in each case by the 
Council.  
Source: The Covenant of the League of Nations, 1919. The Avalon Project at Yale Law School. 
Web.  
  
KEYWORDS  
arms traffic: illegal buying or selling of weapons 
covenant: agreement, contract 
Council of the League of Nations: one of the central units within the League of Nations  
mandate: a region or territory assigned to one of the Allied Powers by the League of Nations  
mandatories: countries assigned to administer or govern a region 
provisionally: for the time being, temporarily 
strenuous: demanding, difficult 
tutelage: instruction, guidance  

 
CLOSURE ACTIVITIES 
Tweet the Document Exercise: Twitter is an online news and social networking site where 
people communicate in short messages called Tweets. Tweets are limited to 280 characters. 
Hashtags (#) are used to categorize Tweets so that they are easier to find in a Twitter search. 
Hash tags are also used to add extra emphasis to the Tweet, similar to bullet points. Tweet the 
central message(s) of your document using the Twitter format.  
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SOAPSTone – Graphic Organizer 
 Close Reading How do you know? 
SPEAKER Who is the speaker? 

What can you tell or what do you know about the 
speaker that helps you understand the point of view 
expressed? 

 

OCCASION What is the time and place of the piece? 
What is the current situation (that prompted the 
writing)? 
Is this a political event, a celebration, an 
observation, or a critique? 
Identify the context of the text. 

 

AUDIENCE Who are the readers to whom this piece is directed? 
It may be one person or a specific group. 
Does the speaker specify an audience? 
What assumptions exist in the text about the 
intended audience? 

 

PURPOSE What is the purpose behind the text? (Why did the 
author write it? What is his goal?)  
What is the message? 
How does the speaker convey this message? 

 

SUBJECT What topic, content, and ideas are included in the 
text? 
State the subject in a few words or a short phrase. 

 

TONE What is the attitude of the author? 
Is the author emotional, objective, neutral, or biased 
about this topic? 
What types of diction (choice of words), syntax 
(sentence structure), and imagery (metaphors, 
similes, and other types of figurative language) help 
reflect the tone? 

 

 
EXIT SLIP  
1. What promises did the British make during World War I? 
2. Why did the British make conflicting promises? Which promises did they break? 
3. What kind of agreement did Faisal and Weizmann make with each other? 
4. What do you think happened in the region after World War I because of broken promises? 
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Missing Persons in History 

 

The Alice Paul Institute  

 

I think about how much we owe to the 
women who went before us-legions of 
women, some known but many more 
unknown. I applaud the bravery and 
resilience of those who helped all of us – 
you and me – to be here today.”  

Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Supreme Court 
Justice 

 
Grade: 6-8 / Duration: 2 class periods 
OBJECTIVES: 

• Students will develop analytical research 
skills, work cooperatively, and practice 
positive presentation skills. 

• Students will learn about a diverse array 
of women’s rights activists and how they 
shaped the suffrage movement. 

MATERIALS: 

• Craft supplies - construction paper 
and/or poster board, plain white paper, 
markers, glue, scissors, etc. 

• Computers with internet access for 
research 

• Missing Persons Report handout 
• List of activists (included) to assign 

students 

PROCEDURE: After watching Alice at a 
Glance, debrief with students:  

• Who were the main historical figures 
presented in the DVD?  

• What did they contribute to their 
women’s suffrage movement?  

• What obstacles did they face, and how 
did they overcome them?  

• Was women’s suffrage achieved with 
the work of only these women, or did it 
take many different hands? 

 

TASKS: In groups of two or three, students 
will each research a different activist who 
somehow played a role in women’s rights. 
While all of these activists are well known 
among historians for their contributions, 
most of us have never heard of them before. 
Each group will craft a creative “Missing 
Persons Report” on their historical figure 
(see assignment handout). They should 
include a bibliography of their sources used. 
Students should use the resources available 
at the school to conduct their research, 
including internet research databases and 
library materials. (Google searches should 
only be accepted as a last resort and 
information must be from reputable 
websites.) When students have completed 
their research (See handout for guidelines of 
relevant information) they should begin 
creating their Missing Persons Report. 
Encourage students to get creative. They 
may wish to bring in materials from home to 
complete their Missing Persons Report the 
following day. When all students have 
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completed their Missing Persons Report, 
give students time to present their posters to 
the class. Students should present basic 
background information about their activist, 
highlight their contributions and briefly 
explain why they think this activist should 
be better known. Display the posters in the 
classroom or hallway to share students’ 
research about lesser-known women’s rights 
activists. 

EVALUATION: Consider evaluating 
students’ learning for a grade based on their 
group participation, research bibliography, 
and finished product. Check in on student’s 
understanding as they research--they may 
need additional support with the research 
process or sorting through information about 
their activist. 

ADAPTATIONS: A more extended project 
might involve the creation of a class book, 
group PowerPoint project, or a project using 
other media. Consider creating an 
interdisciplinary project on persuasion with 
a Language Arts class by asking students to 
use persuasive techniques in their final 
projects. Expectations of final products and 
analysis involved will vary with grade 
levels. 

LIST OF WOMEN’S RIGHTS 
ACTIVISTS 

The following activists worked for women’s 
suffrage; even if students are familiar with 
some of the names, they often don’t know 
the activists’ contributions to women’s 
rights in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Here’s a chance for them to find 
out: Jane Addams; Ida Wells Barnett; 

Antoinette Brown Blackwell; Henry 
Blackwell; Harriot Stanton Blatch; Mary 
Ann Shadd Cary; Carrie Chapman Catt; 
Anne Clay Crenshaw; Paulina Wright 
Davis; Rheta Childe Dorr; Frederick 
Douglass; Lillian Feickert; Abigail Kelly 
Foster; Matilda Joslyn Gage; Angelica 
Emily Grimke; Sarah Moore Grimke; Ida 
Husted Harper; Julia Ward Howe; Alice 
Duer Miller; Esther Morris; Lucretia Mott; 
Parker Pillsbury; Robert Purvis; Jeanette 
Rankin; Caroline Severance; Anna Howard 
Shaw; Mary Church Terrell; Sojourner 
Truth; Victoria Woodhull; Maud Younger 

Missing Persons Report 

There are many activists (female and male) 
who made tremendous contributions to 
women’s rights. Most are well-known by 
historians, but many of us don’t recognize 
the names of people who had a major impact 
on women’s rights. As historical detectives, 
you will research one activist who fought for 
women’s right to vote. With your group, you 
will create a Missing Persons Report about 
your historical figure. Get creative with your 
report! Be sure to address: 

• Who your figure is (name) 
• When they lived 
• An image of the activist 
• Their major contributions to women’s 

rights 
• Why you think people should know 

about this activist 
• Consider including symbols of your 

activist’s work and life, quotes by or 
about your activist, or pictures of their 
work – anything that will show others 
who your activist was
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Expanding Democracy / Jacksonian Democracy / White Men’s Democracy 

 

Stephanie Skier 

 

Editor’s Note: this lesson is retrievable from https://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plans/lesson-1-1828-
campaign-andrew-jackson-expansion-voting-base; Henretta et al (2014). America's History, For the 
AP® Course, 8th edition. 

Key Historical Themes/Trends: expansion of the franchise; rise of popular politics; rise of 
“democracy”; decline of notables (prominent elites) - John Quincy Adams as “the last notable 
president” (JQA refused to adjust to the new style of party politics); explicit exclusion of women 
and African Americans: “white men’s democracy”; rise of political machines; new forms of 
political corruption 

Learning Objective: Explain the causes and effects of the expansion of participatory democracy 
from 1800 to 1848. 

Historical Developments: The nation’s transition to a more participatory democracy was 
achieved by expanding suffrage from a system based on property ownership to one based on 
voting by all adult white men, and it was accompanied by the growth of political parties. 

Do Now: Silently and independently answer questions 1-5 based on the following maps (figure 
1): Figure 1:  

1. How many states or territories had 
property qualifications for voting in 
1800?  

2. How many states or territories had 
property qualifications for voting in 
1830?   

https://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plans/lesson-1-1828-campaign-andrew-jackson-expansion-voting-base
https://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plans/lesson-1-1828-campaign-andrew-jackson-expansion-voting-base
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3. How many states or territories had 
universal white male suffrage in 1830?  

4. What do you think could have caused 
this the expansion of the franchise from 
1800 to 1830? 

5. In your opinion, what is the significance 
of the change shown in the maps?  

 

White Man’s Democracy 

Old cultural rules and new laws denied the 
vote to most women and free African 
American men.  When women and free 
African Americans sought voting rights 
amidst the new expansion of voting rights to 
poorer white men, legislators wrote explicit 
race and gender restrictions into state 
constitutions.  These exclusions often 
covered not just voting, but also serving on 
juries and running for public office. An 1821 
New York State constitutional convention 
approved nearly universal suffrage for white 
men but set a high property threshold for 
blacks. The new constitution was 
overwhelmingly approved by New York 
State voters in January 1822 by 74,732 to 
41,402. 

 
“Article II, Section 1. Every male citizen of 
the age of twenty-one years, who shall have 
been an inhabitant of this state one year 
preceding any election . . . shall be entitled 
to vote in the town or ward where he 
actually resides . . .; but no man of colour, 
unless he shall have been for three years a 
citizen of this state, and for one year next 
preceding any election, shall be seized and 
possessed of a freehold estate of the value of 
two hundred and fifty dollars, over and 
above all debts and incumbrances [debts] 

charged thereon; and shall have been 
actually rated, and paid a tax thereon, shall 
be entitled to vote at any such election. 
 

Turn and talk:  

1. How did New York State restrict voting 
rights for men of colour [black]? 

2. In your opinion, why do you think that 
race and gender restrictions on voting 
were added at the same time that 
property restrictions on voting were 
removed?   

3. Do you think that the results were more 
democratic or less democratic than 
before? 

 

Political Parties Take Command  

a. As the power of the notables declined, 
the political party emerged as the 
organizing force in the American system 
of government. 

b. Parties were political machines that 
gathered the diverse agenda of social and 
economic groups into a coherent 
legislative program. 

c. Although the beneficiary of elitist 
education and financial support, Martin 
Van Buren advocated a political order 
based on party identity, not family 
connections. 

d. Between 1817 and 1821, Van Buren 
created the first statewide political 
machine, and he later organized the first 
nationwide political party. 

e. Keys to Van Buren’s political success 
were his systematic use of party 
newspapers to promote a platform and 
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drum up the vote and his use of 
patronage. He and his party made six 
thousand political appointments in New 
York. Van Buren then used the spoils 
system to award public jobs to political 
supporters after an electoral victory. 
Under the spoils system, public jobs 
were given to reward party allegiance, 
not based on an individual’s 
qualifications for the job. 

f. Van Buren insisted on disciplined voting 
as determined by a caucus, a meeting of 

party leaders, to ensure passage of the 
party’s legislative program. 

 
Directions: Fill in the political parties and 
key political leaders for the Transition and 
the Second Party System shown in the 
diagram below. List 3 key organizing 
tools/methods that political parties used 
under the Second Party System and the 
purpose or effect of each of those 
tools/methods. (Hint: look among the bolded 
words in the “Political Parties Take 
Command.” 

 

 

Method used by Political Parties Purpose or Effect 

   

   

    

 

Directions: Answer the question below based on the following diagrams. 

Question: Describe the overall trend in voter turnout (the percentage of eligible voters who 
actually voted) from 1824 to 1844. 
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Image Analysis 

Directions: For your group’s assigned 
image, follow the 4-step Image Analysis 
procedure below, discussing with your 
group and jotting down very brief notes in 
response to the Image Analysis questions (3 
minutes).  Then answer the content-specific 
questions for your image 10 minutes. 

Before answering the content-specific 
questions for your image, conduct a general 
image analysis using the following four-step 
procedure.  

1. Visual Inventory: Describe the image, 
beginning with the largest, most obvious 
features and proceed toward more 
particular details. Describe fully, without 
making evaluations. What do you see? 

What is the setting? What is the time of 
day, the season of the year, the region of 
the country?  

2. Documentation: Note what you know 
about the work. Who made it? When? 
Where? What is its title? How was it 
made? What were the circumstances of 
its creation (if known)?  

3. Associations: Begin to make evaluations 
and draw conclusions using observations 
and prior knowledge. How does this 
image relate to its historical and cultural 
framework? Does it invite comparison or 
correlation with historical or literary 
texts? Do you detect a point of view or a 
mood conveyed by the image? Does it 
present any unexplained or difficult 
aspects? Does it trigger an emotional 
response in you as a viewer? What 
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associations (historical, literary, cultural, 
artistic) enrich your viewing of this 
image?  

4. Interpretation: Develop an 
interpretation of the work that both 

recognizes its specific features and also 
places it in a larger historical or thematic 
context.  

 

 

Figure 1: George Caleb Bingham, The County Election, oil on canvas, 1851-1852 
 

Group A: With your group, analyze the painting below and answer Questions 1-7. 

1. According to the painting, who is shown participating in elections?  Describe the people 
shown in the crowd in terms of their race/ethnicity; sex/gender; class; and age. 

2. As shown the painting, was this election day gathering formal or casual?  What does that 
suggest about politics during this time period? 

3. According to the painting, what might have drawn people from rural areas to go the 
polling place on election day, aside from the election itself? 

4. Based on the painting, where and how did people cast their votes?  Was voting by secret 
ballot or in public?   

5. Based on the painting, how do you think the people shown were getting information 
about the candidates and forming their decisions about how they will vote? 

6. Do you see anything in the painting to suggest to presence of political parties? How does 
Bingham portray them?  

7. What does the painting suggest about elections in which common people (not just 
wealthy property owners) can vote? 
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Group B: With your group, analyze the political cartoon and captions below and answer Questions 1- 

 

Agrarian Workingmen’s Party of New York City, political cartoon, 1830 
Captions:  Upper left: “We are in favour of Monarchy, Aristocracy, Monopolies, Auctions, laws that oppress 
the Poor, Imposture and the rights of the rich man to govern and enslave the Poor man at his will and pleasure, 
denying the Poor the right to redress, or any participation in political power.” 
Satan: “Take any, my dear Friend, they will all help you to grind the WORKIES [workingmen]!!” 
 
Box in Satan’s hand: “Ballot Box” 
 
Man in top hat: “My Old Friend, give me one of your favourites — TAMMANY — SENTINEL, or JOURNAL, or 
the POOR will get their rights. I’ll pay all.” 
 
Box in lower left foreground: “This contains the cause of all the misery and distress of the human family.” 
 
Upper right: “We are opposed to Monarchy, Aristocracy, Monopolies, Auctions, and in favour of the Poor to 
political power, denying the right of the rich to govern the Poor, and asserting in all cases, that those who labour 
should make the laws by which such labour should be protected and rewarded and finally, opposed to degrading 
the Mechanic, by making Mechanics of Felons. Our motto shall be Liberty, Equity, Justice, and The Rights of 
Man.” 
 
Liberty’s banner [Candidates of the Agrarian Workingmen’s Party, Nov. 1830 election]: “Register, John R. 
Soper, Mariner. Assembly, Henry Ireland, Coppersmith; William Forbes, Silversmith; William Odell, Grocer; 
Micajah Handy, Shipwright; Edmund L. Livingston, Brassfounder; Joseph H. Ray, Printer; Merritt Sands, 
Cartman; Samuel Parsons, Moroccodresser; Thompson Town, Engineer; Alexander Ming, Senior, Printer; Hugh 
M’Bride, Cartman. For Lieutenant-governor, Jonas Humbert, Senior, Baker. Senator, George Bruce, 
Typefounder. Congress, Alden Potter, Machinist; John Tuthill, Jeweller; Thomas Skidmore, Machinist. 
 
Worker: “Now for a noble effort for Rights, Liberties, and Comforts, equal to any in the land. No more grinding 
the POOR — But Liberty and the Rights of man.” 
 
Box in Liberty’s hand: “Ballot Box” 
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1. Compare the clothes of mainstream political party politician (shown in the middle left) with 
the clothes of the working man (middle right). What do their clothes indicate about each 
man? 

2. What is the politician doing in the cartoon? 
3. According to the cartoon, what were the roles of political parties and their newspapers? 
4. What is the Devil (on the left)) shown doing?  What is his symbolism in the cartoon? 
5. What is “Mother Liberty” (the figure on the right) shown doing?  What is her symbolism in 

the cartoon?   
6. What opinion of the Working Men’s Party (the list of candidates shown on the right half of 

the cartoon) does the cartoonist present? 
7. Which figure — the working man or the party politician — did the cartoonist present as 

being the legitimate protector of the accomplishments of the American Revolution? 
8. What solution does the cartoonist offer to solve the problems of political corruption and 

working-class oppression? 
 
Education: Debates and Changes 

Question: What were some of the major changes in education that occurred over the period of 
the 1820s-1850s? 

• Although families provided most moral and intellectual training, republican ideology 
encouraged publicly supported schooling. 

• Bostonian Caleb Bingham, an influential textbook author, called for “an equal distribution 
of knowledge to make us emphatically a ‘republic of letters.’” 

• Farmers, artisans, and laborers wanted elementary schools that would instruct their children 
in reading, writing, and arithmetic. 

• Although the constitutions of many states encouraged the use of public resources to fund 
primary schools, there was not much progress until the 1820s. 

• To instill self-discipline and individual enterprise in students, reformers chose textbooks that 
praised honesty and hard work while condemning gambling, drinking, and laziness. 
American history was also required learning. 

• Horace Mann (1796–1859), the nation’s leading educational reformer, led the fight for 
government support for public schools. As a state legislator in Massachusetts, in 1837 Mann 
took the lead in establishing a state board of education and his efforts resulted in a doubling 
of state expenditures on education. He also won state support for teacher training, an 
improved curriculum in schools, the grading of pupils by age and ability, and a lengthened 
school year. He was also partially successful in curtailing the use of corporal punishment. In 
1852, three years after Mann left office to take a seat in the U.S. Congress, Massachusetts 
adopted the first compulsory school attendance law in U.S. history. 
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• However, most northern cities specifically excluded African Americans from the public 
schools. It was not until 1855 that Massachusetts became the first state to admit students to 
public schools without regard to “race, color, or religious opinions.”   

• Women and religious minorities also experienced discrimination. For women, education 
beyond the level of handicrafts and basic reading and writing was largely confined to 
separate female academies and seminaries for the wealthy. Emma Hart Willard opened one 
of the first academies offering advanced education to women in Philadelphia in 1814.  

• Many public school teachers showed an anti-Catholic bias by using texts that portrayed the 
Catholic Church as a threat to republican values and reading passages from a Protestant 
version of the Bible. Beginning in New York City in 1840, Catholics decided to establish 
their own system of schools in which children would receive a religious education as well as 
training in the arts and sciences. 

• In higher education, a few institutions opened their doors to African Americans and women.  
• In 1833, Oberlin College led by the revivalist minister Charles G. Finney, became the first 

co-educational college in the United States. Four years later, Mary Lyon established the first 
women’s college, Mount Holyoke, to train teachers and missionaries. A number of western 
state universities also admitted women.  

• Three colleges for specifically for African Americans, including Lincoln University, were 
founded before the Civil War.  A few other colleges, including Oberlin, Harvard, Bowdoin, 
and Dartmouth, admitted small numbers of black students. 

 
 

Final Writing Task 

Directions: Silently and independently read and annotate the quotations below.  Then write a 3-5 
sentences response to the prompt based on the quotations.  

1. Compare and contrast the opinion presented by Alexander Hamilton and the opinion presented by the 
New York Working Men’s party. 
2. Connect to the theme: How do these primary source documents connect to larger changes in U.S. 
politics that occurred over this time period? 

Vocabulary 

turbulent: unsteady, fluctuating, stormy 
imprudence: recklessness, lack of caution, lack of forethought 
New York Workingmen’s Party: Formed in 1829, rose quickly to prominence and then disappeared in 1831, 
when much of the party’s agenda and voters were coopted by the Tammany Hall Democratic Party political 
machine.  The New York Workingmen’s Party successfully supported the end of imprisonment for debt in New 
York state and expanded funding for public education in New York City.   
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 “All communities divide themselves into the few and the many. The first are the rich and the well born, 
the other the mass of the people… The people are turbulent and changing; they seldom judge or 
determine right. ... Give, therefore to the first class a distinct permanent share in the government…. Can a 
democratic Assembly, who annually revolve in the mass of the people, be supposed steadily to pursue the 
public good? Nothing but a permanent body can check the imprudence of democracy.” --Alexander 
Hamilton, 1787 

 

“All children are entitled to equal education; all adults, to equal property; and all mankind to equal 
privileges.” -- New York Workingmen’s Party, 1829 
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Does Democracy Work?  

An Inquiry into American Democracy 

 

Dawn McShane 

LynnAnn Perlin 

 

Democracy has existed for hundreds 
of years in this country. Our population 
today is more informed than ever, have 
opportunities that our ancestors could only 
dream of, yet more and more Americans 
don’t think our democracy is working. 
Democracy is an important topic for our 
students to discuss as many people view this 
current political climate as a crossroads 
between the expansion of democracy 
globally vs. a shift towards soft 
authoritarianism. Many people have posed 
the question: are we experiencing a fourth 
wave of democracy with countries like Iraq 
and Afghanistan in transition? While on the 
flip side the popularity of the Steven 
Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt book, How 
Democracies Die (2018), has challenged us 
to questions whether the global trend is 
going away from democracy towards an 
eventual death of democracy. These are 
conversations happening in our world today, 
and our students have to familiarize 
themselves with democracy to even engage 
in such debates.  

The Inquiry Design Model allowed 
us to create a lesson that challenges students 
to reflect on the history of democracy, the 

current state of democracy, and the future of 
democracy in America. In order to 
encourage student’s interest in the topic, we 
suggest starting with a staging question 
related to the topic, specifically the idea of 
voting. For our staging question, we used a 
brief clip on the history of Alice Paul and 
asked students to consider why Alice Paul 
and her fellow suffragettes were willing to 
sacrifice everything for the opportunity to 
participate in American democracy? You 
want to use this as an opportunity to engage 
all students in the conversation so that they 
can how it relates to them personally. This 
staging question also challenges students to 
question the value of democracy and how 
those included in democracy has expanded 
through the years.  

The first compelling question of this 
inquiry asks students to consider the 
definition of democracy. We suggest starting 
with a definition of democracy from one of 
the Founding Fathers and select primary 
source texts from different points in 
American history. We selected a variety of 
different primary sources for this first 
document set so that students can examine 
different perspectives of democracy. You 
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want to give students time with these 
documents and allow them to close read 
each of them so that they truly understand 
what is being said. Using analysis strategies 
along with frequent conversations about the 
documents gives student confidence with 
difficult documents.  

With the second compelling 
question, we want students to analyze data 
in order to examine how voter turnout has 
changed throughout American history. 
Using the data students will create a claim 
that explains America’s relatively low voter 
turnout compared with other developed 
democracies. This task can also be modified 
for younger students by providing them with 
three possible claims and allow them to 
choose one and develop evidence to support 
their chosen claim. This task pushes students 
to think about American democracy and 
what a lack of voter turnout means for the 
future of our democracy.  

The third compelling question asks 
students to explore how Americans have 
developed a negative view of democracy. 
We wanted to use this inquiry to build upon 
ideas and help students make connections to 

ultimately question whether “democracy 
works.” By asking students to create a visual 
comparing both the positive and negative 
views of democracy, the students are able to 
make those important connections. The 
students then use all the information to 
create an argument that answers the 
question, “Does Democracy Work?” While 
answering this question, students should 
consider the following: Are there still groups 
that are left out of our democracy? Does 
everyone have an equal voice? Is America 
the democratic model for the rest of the 
world?  

Beyond this inquiry, we also 
encourage students to use what they learned 
about democracy to take action. Through 
conversations, students can think of ways to 
become active members in their 
communities and practice true democratic 
values. With so many young activists visible 
in the news, students are encouraged to fight 
for change in their local communities based 
on their own interests. The discussion of 
democracy and its future is not limited to 
any one type of student, but is an important 
discussion for every young person on the 
cusp of voting to engage in.  
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Book Reviews 

 
 

 
The Songs of America (2019), by Jon Meacham 

& Tim McGraw 

Review by Hank Bitten 
 

This book should be required reading for 
teachers of American history, interdisciplinary 
and humanities teachers, and music teachers! 
America has produced some of the world’s best 
song writers, musicians, and singers. America is 
a competitive democracy and the music of our 
history stirs our conscience and creates a 
harmony among dissident voices. 

“History isn’t just something we read; it 
is also something we hear.  We hear the 
musketry on the green at Lexington and 
Concord and the hoofbeats of Paul 
Revere’s midnight ride. We hear the 
moans of the wounded and of the dying 
on the fields of Antietam and of 
Gettysburg, the quiet clump of the boots 
of Grant and Lee on the porch steps of 
Wilmer McLean’s house at Appomattox-
and the crack of a pistol at Ford’s 
theatre.  We hear the cries of the 

enslaved, the pleas of suffragists, the 
surf at Omaha Beach.  We hear a 
sonorous president, his voice scratchy 
on the radio, reassuring us that the only 
thing we have to fear is fear itself; and 
we hear another president, impossibly 
young and dashing, his breath white in 
the inaugural air, telling us to ask not 
what our country can do for us but what 
we can do for our country.  And we hear 
the whoosh of helicopters in the distant 
jungles of Southeast Asia and the 
baritone of a minister, standing before 
the Lincoln Memorial, telling us about 
his dream.” (p.3) 

The Look of Liberty 

Perhaps the subtitle of the Songs of 
America: should be revised to “Patriotism, 
Protest, and the Music that Made America 
Great” rather than the music that made a nation.  
Although the events in this book are familiar, 
many of the vivid photographs and illustrations 
were new to my eyes. The perspective of Tim 
McGraw is authentic as his words reveal an 
emotional context of passion for the lyrics and 
the challenges of singing familiar tunes. Tim 
McGraw writes about the closing verse in The 
Liberty Song, composed by John Dickinson 
(Pennsylvania) and Arthur Lee (Virginia) 
published on July 18, 1768: 

“What really speaks to me is the final 
verse. Dickinson clearly understands 
that this is a moment in time that will 
live forever (at least he’s hoping it will, 
and hope drives so much of art), and he 
used this idea to inspire real people to 
take real steps toward independence-
and transformation: 

‘All ages shall speak with amaze and 
applause, 
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Of the courage we’ll show in support of 
our laws; 
To die we can bear-but to serve we 
disdain, 
For shame is to freedom more dreadful 
than pain.’” (p.10) 

The Liberty Song likely inspired Phyllis 
Wheatley who captured the hope and vision of 
all Americans in 1775 in her poem, “To His 
Excellency George Washington” 

Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy 
side, 
Thy ev’ry action let the Goddess guide. 
A crown, a mansion, and a throne that 
shine, 
With gold unfading, Washington! Be 
thine. (p.25) 

 

The Scars of Slavery 

Phyllis Wheatley understood the bold American 
experiment for freedom and equality.  
Unfortunately, her voice could not be heard as 
America became divided between the competing 
visions of the Federalists led by Washington, 
Hamilton, and Adams and the Republicans (anti-
Federalists) led by Jefferson and Madison. 

Lo! Freedom comes. Th’ prescient Muse 
foretold. 
All Eyes th’ accomplished Prophecy 
behold: 
Her port describ’d, “She moves divinely 
fair, 
Olive and Laurel bind her golden Hair.” 
She, the bright Progeny of Heaven, 
descends, 
And every Grace her sovereign Step 
attends; 
For now kind Heaven, indulgent to our 
Prayer, 
In smiling Peace resolves the Din of 
War. (p.27) 

 

A few months before the 55th 
anniversary of the Declaration of Independence 
as a twenty-four year old student at Andover 
Theological Seminary in Massachusetts, 
Reverend Samuel Francis Smith, was reading 
some patriotic German songs and wrote on a 
piece of scrap paper: 

My country! ‘tis of thee, 
Sweet land of liberty, 
Of thee I sing: 
Land where my fathers died, 
Land of the pilgrims’ pride, 
From every mountainside 
Let freedom ring! (p.43) 
 

LESSON IDEA: Cite evidence from the lyrics 
of The Liberty Song and America (My Country 
‘tis of Thee) that America is a place of hope. 

The vision of Daniel Webster inspired 
the verses of this hymn which united the 
majority of the American population when 
Andrew Jackson was president. Jon Meacham 
cites that the power of this hymn is in the first 
word, “My”.  Although the Congress adopted 
the gag rule to postpone debate on abolition, the 
passion for freedom was driven in the 
abolitionist versions of this popular song 
published under the pen name of “Theta”: 

My native country! Thee- 
Where all men are born free, 
if white their skin: 
I love thy hills and dales, 
Thy mounts and pleasant vales; 
But hate thy negro sales, 
As foulest sin.  (p.45) 

Harriet Tubman sang spirituals as 
signals for planning escapes on the network that 
became known as the Underground Railroad, 
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When that old chariot comes, 
I’m going to leave you, 
I’m bound for the promised land, 
Friends, I’m going to leave you. (p.57) 

In freedom, the freed slaves, perhaps as many as 
100,000, sang a new song of thanksgiving: 

Glory to God and Jesus, too, 
One more soul got safe; 
Oh, go and carry the news, 
One more soul got safe…. 
 
Glory to God in the highest, 
Glory to God and Jesus, too, 
For all these souls now safe. (p.61) 

Unfortunately, America as the land of 
the free where all races are treated equally was 
not realized for blacks, Native Americans, 
women, and immigrants.  President Lincoln’s 
Second Annual Message to Congress in 1862 
testified to the harsh reality that combat, loss of 
life, the destruction of property, permanent 
injury, and risk of defeat. 

“The fiery trial through which we pass, 
will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the 
latest generation.  We say we are for the Union.  
The world will not forget that we say this. We 
know how to save the Union. The world knows 
we do know how to save it. We - even we here – 
hold the power and bear the responsibility. In 
giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom 
to the free - honorable alike in what we give, and 
what we preserve.  We shall nobly save, or 
meanly lose, the last best hope of earth.” (pp.67-
68)  

The Songs of America provides a litany 
of songs during these uncertain years: “Swing 
Low, Sweet Chariot,” “Go Down, Moses,” “The 
First Gun is Fired,” “The Vacant Chair,” 
“John Brown’s Body,” “The Battle Cry of 

Freedom,” “Marching Through Georgia,” and 
“We are Coming, Father Abraham.”  

On November 19, 1861, Julia Ward 
Howe, writer and social activist, attempted to 
boost the morale of soldiers four months after 
Bull Run by singing “John Brown’s Body.” 
Restless from her experience, she awoke at 
dawn at Willard’s Hotel on 14th Street and 
Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C. and 
scribbled down new verses to “John Brown’s 
Body” that she later sent to The Atlantic Monthly 
for $5.00. 

“He has sounded forth the trumpet that 
shall never call retreat; 
He is sifting out the hearts of men before 
His judgment-seat: 
Oh, be swift, my soul, to answer Him! 
Be jubilant, my feet! 
Our God is marching on. 
 
In the beauty of the lilies Christ was 
born across the sea, 
With a glory in his bosom that 
transfigures you and me: 
As he died to make men holy, let us die 
to make men free, 
While God is marching on.” (p.76) 

 
As Tim McGraw reflects, “Fighting for 

the Union was a Christian responsibility, a 
mission from God that required action and came 
with God’s blessing.  It was the ultimate 
religious motivation: Christ saved you, now you 
must go save freedom.” (p.78) 

LESSON IDEA: Why did slavery impair the 
vision of America as a place of hope? Cite 
evidence from the lyrics in the songs above to 
support this argument. 

The Words of War and Peace 

One of the most dramatic and moving 
chapters in The Songs of America is the patriotic 
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music during the time of World Wars 1 and 2. 
After reading the headlines in the paper on April 
7, 1917 in his home at Great Neck, Long Island, 
George M. Cohan got a big tin pan and a broom 
and started marching around his house to the 
words of “Over There.” The lyrics give us a 
sense of American identity in making the world 
safe for democracy and freedom.  

“Over there, over there, 
Send the word, send the word over there 
That the Yanks are coming, the Yanks 
are coming 
The drums rum-tumming everywhere. 
So prepare, say a prayer, 
Send the word, send the word to 
beware-We’ll be over, we’re coming 
over, 
And we won’t come back till it’s over, 
over there.” (p.111) 

 

As a result, 2 million enlisted and 2.8 
million were drafted. But as General Sherman 
said, "War is Hell! You cannot qualify war in 
harsher terms than I will. War is cruelty, and 
you cannot refine it; and those who brought war 
into our country deserve all the curses and 
maledictions a people can pour out.”   

Alfred Bryan wrote “A Mother’s Pleas 
for Peace, I Didn’t Raise My Boy to Be a 
Soldier” and George Graff Jr. wrote “Let Us 
Have Peace.” These songs marked the 
beginning of protest songs, which became 
increasingly popular in the 1960s. As Tim 
McGraw insightfully writes, “While melodically 
I’m called to battle, lyrically I’m called to 
contemplate the price that’s to be paid for 
waging war.” (p.113) 

I didn’t raise my boy to be a soldier, 
I brought him up to be my pride and joy, 
Who dares to place a musket on his 
shoulder; 

To shoot some their mother’s darling 
boy? 
Let nations arbitrate their future 
troubles, 
It’s time to law the sword and gun away, 
There’d be no war today, 
If mothers all would say, 
‘I didn’t raise my boy to be a soldier.’ 
(p.112) 
 
It is likely difficult for students in your 

classes today to understand that many songs in 
our history are personal and sung as a result of a 
creative and resourceful music teacher or choir 
director in a church or school. “America the 
Beautiful” was composed by Katherine Lee 
Bates in 1895 on a trip to Pikes Peak in 
Colorado. The song inspired a generation of 
young girls and boys and was sung by American 
soldiers on Armistice Day in the bloody trenches 
of Verdun. The song inspires immigrants, the 
neglected, and the troubled because it speaks of 
the continuing work of what Americans seek. 

O beautiful for spacious skies, 
For amber waves of grain, 
For purple mountain majesties, 
Above the fruited plain! 
America! America! 
God shed His grace on thee 
And crown thy good with brotherhood 
From sea to shining sea! (p.114) 

I learned something new from my reading 
of the Songs of America about the influence of 
religious music in the meeting of Churchill and 
FDR at the signing of the Atlantic Charter. FDR 
was an Episcopalian and Churchill and 
Anglican.  Together, they shared a common 
faith, commitment to good will, and an 
understanding that they were instruments of God 
to bring good into the world.  In his Second 
Inaugural Address (1937), FDR said: 
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“This new understanding undermines 
the old admiration of worldly success 
as such. We are beginning to 
abandon our tolerance of the abuse 
of power by those who betray for 
profit the elementary decencies of 
life.  

In this process evil things formerly 
accepted will not be so easily 
condoned. Hard-headedness will not 
so easily excuse hardheartedness. We 
are moving toward an era of good 
feeling. But we realize that there can 
be no era of good feeling save among 
men of good will.  

For these reasons I am justified in 
believing that the greatest change we 
have witnessed has been the change 
in the moral climate of America.  

Among men of good will, science and 
democracy together offer an ever-
richer life and ever-larger 
satisfaction to the individual. With 
this change in our moral climate and 
our rediscovered ability to improve 
our economic order, we have set our 
feet upon the road of enduring 
progress.” 
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5105
/  

One can only imagine what happened 
aboard the HMS Prince of Wales on Sunday, 
August 9, 1941 with a congregation of British 
sailors in a declared war, American sailors, and 
the two statesmen. It was the first of 12 meetings 
between the two leaders of the free world. 

Together, everyone sang “Our God, Our 
Help in Ages Past,” confessed their sins, shared 

a reading from Joshua 1:9, prayed the Lord’s 
Prayer followed by other petitions and sang: 

Onward, Christian soldiers, 
Marching as to war, 
With the cross of Jesus 
Going on before! 
Christ, the Royal Master, 
Leads against the foe; 
Forward into battle, 
See, his banners go… (p.136) 

 
In just four months, the music changed 

as Irving Berlin, Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman, 
Frank Sinatra, and Frank Loesser set the new 
tone following Pearl Harbor.  America needed 
songs of hope: 
 

“God Bless America” 
“We’ll Meet Again” 

“You’ll Never Know” 
“Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition” 

“The White Cliffs of Dover” 
“Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree” 

“This Land is Your Land” 
 

 
The Words for Civil and Human Rights 

James Weldon Johnson, Bob Cole, and 
J. Rosamond Johnson, presented an assembly 
program in Jacksonville, Florida to 500 children 
at the Stanton School, where James Weldon 
Johnson was principal. The program was on 
February 12, 1900 (Lincoln’s birthday) and the 
school bears the name of Lincoln’s Secretary of 
War, Edwin Stanton, an advocate for human 
rights. The Stanton School is the second prep 
school founded for black children at a time when 
Americans witnessed an increase in racism and 
lynchings.  James W. Johnson decided to read a 
poem instead of delivering a speech and Bob 
Cole and    J. Rosamond Johnson put it to music.  

 

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5105/
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5105/
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“Lift every voice and sing 
Till earth and heaven ring, 
Ring with the harmonies of Liberty; 
Let our rejoicing rise 
High as the listening skies, 
Let it resound loud as the rolling sea. 
Sing a song full of faith that the dark 
past has taught us, 
Sing a song full of hope that the present 
has brought us. 
Facing the rising sun of our new day 
begun, 
Let us march on till victory is won.”  
(pp.103-104) 
 
This powerful song inspired blacks and 

whites in the civil rights movement, united a 
nation when it was sung at Super Bowl 53, and 
continues to provide hope for us today as it 
captures the vision of the American Dream. The 
song was kept alive by the children at the 
Stanton School for 20 years before in gained a 
national audience.  

The chapter on the songs of the civil 
rights movement is one of the most engaging in 
the book.  Perhaps it is because I remember 
these songs, perhaps it is the music, or perhaps it 
is our continuing historical challenge in 
addressing racism, equality, and freedom.  Jon 
Meacham and Tim McGraw provide perspective 
to the musical and historical narrative of how 
music influenced the last third of the 20th 
century. The death of Emmett Till in 1955 was a 
lesson that I taught many times and it was a 
lesson that my students never forgot! 
 

In 1962, Bob Dylan knew about Emmett 
Till, segregation, Freedom Rides, and the Cuban 
Missile Crisis,. In Greenwich Village, they 
began singing “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” 
“The Times They are A-Changin,” “The Death 
of Emmett Till,” “With God on Our Side,” 
“Blowin’ in the Wind,” “This Little Light of 

Mine,” “The Dogs of Alabama,” “A Change is 
Gonna Come,” and “We Shall Overcome.” Joan 
Baez, Sam Cooke, Tom Paxton, Mahalia 
Jackson, Ray Charles Peter, Paul, and Mary, and 
Stevie Wonder all contributed to the lyrics of 
truth and the melody of hope. 
 

They did not die in vain. 
They did not die in vain. 
We shall overcome 
Someday. (p.164) 

 
LESSON IDEA: Did the Civil Rights 
movement and legislative reforms move 
America closer to becoming a place of hope for 
everyone by one small step or by one giant leap? 
 

These were decades of division and confusion. 
It was the Age of Aquarius, Archie Bunker, 
Vietnam, Watergate, and equality for women. 
The future of the world could be shaped by the 
power of the music and the influence of the 
media on the message. In March 1974, less than 
six months before he would resign as President 
of the United States, Richard Nixon made a rare 
appearance at the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville. 
Speaking to a friendly audience, Nixon said: 
 

“Country music, therefore, has those 
combinations which are so essential to 
America’s character at a time that 
America needs character, because today-
one serious note-let me tell you, the 
peace of the world for generations, 
maybe centuries to come, will depend not 
just on America’s military might, which 
is the greatest in the world, or our 
wealth, which is the greatest in the world, 
but it is going to depend on our 
character, our belief in ourselves, our 
love of country, our willingness to not 
only wear the flag but to stand up for the 
flag.  And country music does that.” 
(p.175) 
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The choir singing the songs that defined 

America’s vision in a decade of division 
included Merle Haggard (“Okie from 
Muskogee”), Doug Bradley and Craig Werner 
(“We Gotta Get Out of This Place”), Creedence 
Clearwater Revival (“Fortunate Son”) , Staff 
Sgt. Barry Sadler(“The Ballad of the Green 
Berets”), Pete Seeger (“Bring Them Home” and 
“Waist Deep in the Big Muddy”), Glen 
Campbell (“Galveston”), the Animals (“We 
Gotta Get Out of This Place”), Martha and the 
Vandellas (“Jimmy Mack”), James Brown 
(”Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag”), Otis Redding 
(“R-E-S-P-E-C-T”), Steve Cropper (“Sitting on 
The Dock of the Bay”) , Johnny Cash (“Ragged 
Old Falg”), Simon and Garfunkel (”Bridge Over 
Troubled Waters”), Neil Young, (“Ohio”), 
Country Joe MacDonald (“One, Two Three 
What are we Fighting For?/ I Feel Like I’m 
Fixin to Die Rag”) and Aretha Franklin (“Chain 
of Fools”).   
 

This is a time when cultural history connects 
with our political history with engaging lessons 
with complex questions for 21st century students 
to debate.  Students enjoy the music but the 
powerful application of America’s vision and 
the character of the civic identity of each 
individual is the enduring legacy that is essential 
to a meaningful education. The impact of the 
influence of music on our culture, as opposed to 
a response to our culture, over the past 30 years 
is one that the perspectives of historians will 
debate and one that teachers cannot ignore. 
President Reagan said in a speech on September 
19, 1984 in Hammonton, New Jersey, 
“America’s future rests in a thousand dreams 
inside your hearts; it rests in the message of 
hope in songs so many young Americans 
admire: New Jersey’s own Bruce Springsteen.  
And helping you make those dreams come true is 
what this job of mine is all about.” (p. 203) 
 

These dreams and messages of hope for the 
frustrated, alienated, and discriminated are 
proclaimed in Brue Springsteen’s “Born to 
Run,” and “Born in the U.S.A,” Diana Ross’s 
“I’m Coming Out,”  Melissa Etheridge’s “Come 
to My Window,” Lady Gaga’s “Born This 
Way,” and Brandi Carlile’s “The Joke.” 
 

The closing pages of the book reflect a 
different tune following the Attack on America 
on September 11. Jon Meacham and Tim 
McGraw cite the music at the national memorial 
service at the Washington National Cathedral on 
Friday, September 14, 2001 which included “O 
God, Our Help in Ages Past,” “A Mighty 
Fortress is Our God,” “The Lord’s Prayer,” 
and “God Bless America.”  It was the musicians 
who united America in a broadcast , “Tribute to 
Heroes,” ten days after the Attack on America 
which included consoling and inspiring lyrics 
from Bruce Springsteen (“My City in Ruins”), 
Stevie Wonder (“Love’s in Need of Love 
Today”),  (p.217) 
 

It is important for students to understand 
perspectives in the context of how the response 
to horrific events takes place on the historical 
stage. As Bruce Springsteen’s songs in The 
Rising album expressed our grieving, hope, and 
unity, the Dixie Chicks protested against 
President Bush’s decision to invade Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq in 2003. While their perspective 
was against the decision to go to war, it also 
raised questions about the implications of free 
speech and censorship and respect for the Office 
of the President of the United States.  

Perhaps the question to ask and debate 
at both the beginning of a course in U.S. History 
and at the end of the course is how much of 
America’s history is one of debate, dissent, and 
dispute?  Should we always be restless, fighting, 
and disagreeing or should we always strive for 
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harmony, peace, and agreement? Does our 
music reveal evidence of a convincing answer? 

_______________________________________ 

 

 

Confronting White Nationalism in Schools: A 
Toolkit, by the Western States Center 

Review by Nora Flanagan, Jessica Acee, 
and Lindsay Schubiner 

 

Americans across the country report a rise in 
white nationalism and other bigoted 
extremism. Because schools are hubs of our 
communities, they have become 
battlegrounds for extremist organizing. 
There is evidence that white nationalist 
groups are specifically targeting young 
people with their messaging. These groups 
test market slang on Twitter, rewrite popular 
songs with white nationalist lyrics, and join 
mainstream video game platforms, all to 
reach a young audience.  

In this toolkit, we’ll share strategies 
to counter white nationalist organizing in 
schools through sample scenarios that 
schools frequently encounter. Whether a 

student has been found passing out white 
nationalist flyers or buttons on school 
property, or more actively advocating for a 
“white pride” student group, the following 
pages offer advice for parents, students, 
teachers, school administrators, and the 
wider community. Many resources currently 
exist that address diversity, inclusion, and 
bullying in schools; a few of them are listed 
in the resources section. This toolkit is 
specifically focused on responding to white 
nationalist targeting and recruitment of 
students.  

It’s easy to miss an unfamiliar white 
nationalist symbol, or feel unsure about how 
to respond to a student citing a white 
nationalist source in the classroom. There’s 
a lot to keep track of when working with 
young people; we want to make it easier to 
recognize these behaviors (and those 
responsible), and to take action.  

Everyone who engages in the life of 
a school is in a unique position to isolate and 
push back against the growing white 
nationalist movement and the hateful 
narratives they tout. It’s time to own that 
power. Our job is to build schools where 
everyone feels valued, and where our 
students can grow to be engaged citizens of 
an inclusive democracy.  
 

What Are We Talking About When We 
Say “White Nationalism”? 

White nationalism is a term that 
originated among white supremacists in the 
post-1960s Civil Rights era. While initially 
used as a euphemism for white supremacy, 
by the late 1990s, white nationalism 
emerged as its own distinct ideology with an 
emphasis on anti-Semitism and the creation 
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of all-white ethno-states through violence 
and policies that increase the vulnerability, 
criminalization and removal of minorities 
and other targeted communities.  

White nationalism is implicitly 
violent, as its goal of an entirely white 
nation state can only be realized through 
violent means. Short of achieving its end 
goal, white nationalism directly and 
indirectly influences a myriad of policies 
ranging from immigration enforcement, 
voter disenfranchisement and suppression, 
and state disinvestments that continue to 
marginalize and repress communities of 
color.  

Today white nationalism operates as 
a bigoted social movement that aims to build 
political power toward its goal of a white 
nation. It is distinct from white supremacy, 
which is a system of oppression designed to 
maintain control over people of color and 
the rights of all women.  

White nationalists often mask their 
ideology using positive statements of love 
for white people rather than overt hate, and 
they seek to recruit supporters based on 
disingenuous arguments that white people 
are victims. They argue that racial diversity 
and demographic changes are equal to white 
genocide. “Identity Evropa,” a white 
nationalist group now rebranded as the 
American Identity Movement, has 
disseminated flyers that say “Protect Your 
Heritage,” or “Our Future Belongs to Us,” 
for example. White nationalists also use 
anti-immigrant, anti-Black, and anti-Muslim 
rhetoric focused on crime or terrorism to 
appeal to fear and prejudice among their 

audience. Misogyny, which describes hatred 
or prejudice against women, is similarly a 
key recruitment tool for white nationalist 
groups. These groups also mobilize 
homophobia and trans-phobia (bigotry 
directed at lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender people) for similar purposes.  
 

Why This Matters 
All teenagers seek a sense of identity and 
belonging. White nationalist organizations 
know this and look for ways to connect with 
young people in order to grow their base. It 
takes vigilance on the part of teachers, 
administrators and parents to ensure that all 
members of a school community feel 
connected in positive ways and are not left 
vulnerable to extremist rhetoric or 
recruitment. 

Adults often dismiss early 
indications of hateful ideology as a student 
'pushing boundaries' or 'acting out' and while 
this might also be true, in many cases they 
are dismissing warning signs of a dangerous 
warning signs of a dangerous 
affiliation taking root. Race may not initially 
enter the picture; recent events demonstrate 
strong connections between misogyny, the 
sexist subculture “InCel” (short for 
involuntary celibate), and white nationalist 
ideology. What might seem innocuous or 
isolated, like a student scratching a swastika 
into a desk or a sudden spike in misogynistic 
or anti-Muslim language, warrants a 
response that clarifies behavioral 
expectations, affirms the value of all human 
life, and opens a dialogue with students to 
interrupt this behavior. 
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Left unchecked, white nationalist 
ideology and affiliation are dangerous. Once 
a student is connected to white nationalism, 
online or in real life, it is difficult for them 
to disconnect, so the best time to intervene 
in a young person's affiliation is early. After 
they identify with white nationalism or 
another bigoted ideology intervening can be 
very dangerous. We urge the utmost in 
caution at this stage. White nationalism 
brings inherently violent and escalating 
threats to the families and communities it 
impacts. It is no accident that a number of 
incidents of mass shootings have involved 
white nationalist ideology. Scapegoating 
marginalized communities is one warning 
sign for violence. 

White nationalist groups seek power 
and an organized base of support. Schools 
are an obvious target. This toolkit is 
designed to help you take back any space, 
however small or large, that white 
nationalism may try to carve out in your 
school community. 
 

How to Use This Toolkit 
This toolkit works best as a guide with 
suggestions and resources to help school 
communities navigate their own questions 
and challenges. Students, teachers, staff, 
administrators, parents, and other 
community entities can collaborate to adapt 
these approaches and find new solutions. 
Our goal is to provide effective resources to 
all members of school communities so that 
they may place obstacles in the path of those 
who would attempt to harm them.  

We focus on high schools, but many of these 
resources also apply to middle schools and 
colleges. While this toolkit was created to 
offer tips and strategies on how to respond 
to white nationalist and other extremist 
organizing in schools, the following 
resources can and should be applied to any 
situation where you see potentially harmful 
activity. We encourage other anchor 
entities—libraries, faith-based organizations, 
community centers, and others—to discuss 
these scenarios and strategies, engage with 
local schools, and collaborate to strengthen 
community responses to hate.  

A resource section is included at the 
end of this toolkit to aid your learning and 
help your school community grow stronger. 
One key resource is a list of proactive steps 
and best practices for schools. The section 
includes related resource guides, sample 
policies and language, and basic information 
on the white nationalist groups most likely 
to recruit in schools. Links to further reading 
also provide a starting point for your own 
research.  

Please consider reaching out to 
Western States Center at info@wscpdx.org  
to share your experience countering white 
nationalism in your school. We hope this 
toolkit is helpful as you strengthen your 
school community against bigotry. 

 
 Request a free PDF of the toolkit at 
https://www.westernstatescenter.org/schools 

 

  

mailto:info@wscpdx.org
https://www.westernstatescenter.org/schools
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