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African American history and how it is taught in classroom spaces have been a point of 

contention with activists, historians, and educators for decades. In it current form, African 

American history narratives often are ambiguous and truncated, leaving students with a 

disjointed construction about U.S. history. Additionally, the pedagogical decisions made 

by teachers regarding African American history are sometimes problematic. To fix this 

problem, critical scholars have surmised that both pre- and in-service teachers need to be 

more knowledgeable about African American history. This knowledge will help teachers 

move past simplistic constructions of the past and provide a transformative educational 

experience.  In essence, these scholars believe that teachers cannot teach [African 

American history] because they do not know it. 

This study, however, examines what if they do know [African American history], 

will they teach it?  The purpose of this study was to investigate how knowledge 

influences teachers’ pedagogical decisions. Using the theoretical and conceptual 
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frameworks of cultural memory and knowledge construction, this qualitative case study 

explores how four preservice teachers interpreted African American history after 

engaging in a summer reading program and how that knowledge was implemented in 

their classroom during their student teaching semester.  

The reader, entitled A Winding River, was a collection of scholarly journal 

articles, book chapters, and primary and secondary source documents. Data collection 

measures included three classroom observations, reflective journals, three interviews, and 

other classroom documents related to the participant’s student teaching experience. 

Findings indicate that knowledge acquisition is complex and the process to teach is a 

generative process. Although, knowledge is an important component in teaching, 

sociocultural factors also influenced the divergent ways African American history was 

interpreted and taught. The study indicates that the access of African American history is 

not always a prerequisite in teaching the subject in transformative ways.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Context of Problem 

The knowledge, interpretation, and production of African American history in K-12 

school contexts has been an enduring concern of citizens, historians, and educational 

researchers for decades (Asante, 1991; Banks, 1970; Dagbovie, 2006; Epstein, 1991. 

2009; Lee, 1992; Marable, 2003). Narratives that privilege Eurocentric perspectives and 

progressive historical accounts via school textbooks continue to limit the history of 

African Americans by silencing and/or oversimplifying their role in the development of 

the U.S. (Alridge, 2006; Anderson, 1986; Loewen, 2007). In an effort to improve equity 

and diversity in school-based curriculum, many scholars have promoted the importance 

of structuring a curriculum that attends to complex historical narratives and 

transformative curriculum aided by a thorough understanding of African American 

history (Banks, 2004; Ladson-Billing, 2003; King, 2004). Responding to this request, 

many K-12 textbook publishers, curriculum personnel, and community educators have 

made attempts at recognizing and correcting misguided historical narratives about 

African American history (Garcia & Tanner, 1985).  

These efforts, however, are still narrow in focus and still promote incomplete 

historical knowledge. In short, school history curriculum about African Americans is 

inconsistent and poorly constructed. Even when transformative resources are available, 

they may reside in alternative settings that are unfamiliar with teachers and teacher 



 2 

candidates1. Nevertheless, scholars agree that Social Studies/history teachers are the 

“curriculum gatekeepers” (Thornton, 1991) that have the ability to supplement African 

American historical knowledge that has been silenced or truncated in favor of traditional 

Social Studies/history curriculum (Epstein, 2009; Howard, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2003).  

 The problem, however, is that too many Social Studies/history instructors do not 

have enough knowledge to appropriately fill in the gaps of school resources. Many 

students exit history classes with a misunderstanding about the plight of African 

Americans. At best, research indicates that students know enough to cite “safe” African 

American historical events and heroes/heroines (Weinburg, Mone-Sano, 2008). They 

typically disregard more holistic U.S. history and do not complicate African American 

individuals and historical events that shaped U.S. egalitarianism. Unknowledgeable 

teachers who privilege simplistic accounts of African American history are guilty of 

perpetrating school and curriculum inequalities. Instructing in this fashion is harmful to 

an ideology that favors the overall appreciation of the challenges and triumphs of African 

American persons, organizations, and events that shaped U.S. democracy (Brown & 

Brown, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Lowean, 2007; Turner & Dewar, 1973). In 

addition, teachers who disregard the complexity of African American history can develop 

lessons that lead to some questionable instructional practices which are not beneficial to a 

transformative historical learning experiences and may be detrimental to students overall 

historical understanding and self image.  

                                                
1 Alternative settings that include critical and transformation African American history resources include but are not limited to 
African American book stores, museums, newspapers, and historic sites, community radio programming, Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCU), and community tour guides.  
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With this in mind, I illustrate three contemporary vignettes from U.S. Social 

Studies classrooms that exemplify the problematic instructional and pedagogical 

decisions concerning African American history: 

In an effort to provide a cross disciplinary activity between math and Social 
Studies, teachers at Beaver Ridge Elementary school in Gwinnett County Georgia 
provided homework for their students involving math word problems. The Social 
Studies lesson involved teaching about the institution of slavery and Fredrick 
Douglass, an African American activist during the 1800’s. There were two 
problematic math questions involving Fredrick Douglass and slavery. The first 
question was, If Fredrick [Douglass] got two beatings per day, how many 
beatings did he get in one week? The second question, Each tree had 56 oranges. 
If 8 slaves pick them equally, then how much would each slave pick? Many 
parents, mostly African Americans, were upset and felt that the teachers were 
culturally insensitive. District and school personnel responded with an 
investigation and required diversity training for the entire district.   

 

In Haverstraw, New York, a middle school teacher began her unit on the Trans-
Atlantic slave trade and wanted to provide her students with imagery of how 
tightly packed the African slaves were in the ship vessels. To illustrate, she 
selected two black girls (only one volunteered) and she tied their hands and feet 
with tape and place both girls under a desk for the class to view. One of the 
parents complained to the administration about the egregious act stating, “There 
are other ways to teach slavery”. District personnel conducted professional 
training on “effective teaching practices.” 
 
  
A Lumpkin County High School (Georgia) Advance Placement history teacher 
taught a special class on American history and film. One of the films her students 
created as a class project involved teaching about racism in America. One of the 
major racial events emphasized the Klu Klux Klan as salient historical characters. 
The teacher, Catherine Ariemma, allowed her students to dress similarly to 
Klansman, wearing white sheets and pointy hats. They were allowed to film in the 
cafeteria during a lunch period. Some African American students saw the student 
actors and attempted to confront them but were stopped by another teacher in the 
area. There was a vote by the board members to fire the teacher but Mrs. 
Ariemma is still employed as a teacher at the school.  
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These incidents are just a few examples throughout the U.S. where there have been some 

questionable and problematic instructional methods in approaching African American 

history. Some may view these pedagogical decisions as innocuous attempts at historical 

realism or as bad instructional judgment; the lessons exemplify the uncomplicated ways 

in which African American historical knowledge and pedagogy converge. Public outrage 

labeled the instruction as insensitive and somewhat insulting and the lessons represent the 

teachers’ inept understanding about African American history, African American 

students, and appropriate pedagogy. What is striking was that the typical district level 

response was to fire the teacher or provide “diversity” training. There was no mention to 

the larger issue; strengthening the teacher’s African American history knowledge in order 

to provide a richer pedagogical experiences in Social Studies classrooms.  

The purpose of this study is to investigate how knowledge influences teacher’s 

pedagogical decisions. Scholars agree that Social Studies/history teachers have the 

responsibility to provide the knowledge necessary to move beyond the safe and simplistic 

characters of U.S. history. However, researchers have pointed out that teacher’s 

knowledge about African American history is limited (Brown & Brown, 2010; Epstein, 

2009). These concerns have led to research with pre- and in-service teachers in order to 

correct misguided perceptions regarding African American history (Ladson-Billings, 

1991). However, many researchers indicate that many in- and preservice teachers tend to 

resist learning about race and historical narratives that are combative to “traditional” and 

“progressive” narratives of the past (Ladson-Billings, 2003; Sleeter, 1992).  
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Therefore, this study seeks to add to the multicultural teacher education, 

curriculum, and Social Studies literature by investigating the implications of how 

knowledge influences teacher’s instructional decision regarding African American 

history. In addition, this research differs from other studies because it explores 

knowledge acquisition of preservice teachers who have a desire to learn more about race 

and African American history. The intent is to understand if critical historical knowledge 

influences transformative teaching in classrooms.  

This study had three purposes. First, the research examines the various ways in 

which African American history is conceptualized between a diverse set of secondary 

preservice teachers. Second, the study focused on the divergent ways in which previous 

knowledge about African American history of preservice teachers are influenced by a 

reading program, A Winding River. The readings consisted of a series of scholarly journal 

articles, book chapters and primary source documents that presented critical components 

about African American history. Last, the study sought to uncover how new critical 

knowledge influenced preservice teachers’ pedagogical decisions when teaching U.S. 

history in classroom spaces.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
In order to examine how preservice teachers learn about African American 

history, make sense of, interpret, and pedagogically use this historical knowledge, my 

research is guided by the following questions: 

1. How do the preservice teachers in this study make sense of African American 

history? 
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2. How is the knowledge acquired about African American history interpreted by 

preservice teachers in this study?  

3. How is the acquired African American historical knowledge implemented 

pedagogically?  

In short, this study investigated the complex ways in which African American historical 

knowledge of Social Studies teacher candidates was interpreted and implemented 

pedagogically. 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 
 

In this chapter, I will begin by explaining the study’s conceptual framework, knowledge 

construction (Banks, 1993) and theoretical framework of cultural memory (Assmann, 

1995). This section highlights the importance of these theories to the fields of Social 

Studies/history teacher education.  Next, I will address the methodology of this project, 

specifically noting case study methodology as the selected qualitative research paradigm, 

which guided the investigation. These questions focus on issues of theory and practice, in 

which preservice teachers not only come to understand the historical narratives presented, 

but apply these concepts to their teaching. Finally, I conclude and outline the remaining 

aspects of the project. I provide my thoughts about the lack of inclusiveness of African 

American history and guide the reader through the important contents regarding the 

manuscript.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: KNOWLEDGE CONSTRUCTION AND CULTURAL MEMORY 

KNOWLEDGE CONSTRUCTION  
 

The conceptual framework of knowledge construction (Banks, 1993) and 

theoretical lens of cultural memory (Assmannn, 1995; Brown & Brown, 2010) are the 

guiding structures for this study.  James Banks (1993) defines “knowledge” as the way a 

person explains or interprets reality and how those interpretations are based on their 

positionality, which includes the personal experiences and important aspects of our 

identity, such as gender, race, and class (p.5).  Knowledge construction, according to 

Banks (1993), involves five interrelated types of knowledge: personal/cultural, popular, 

mainstream academic, transformative, and school. Personal/cultural is socialized 

knowledge derived through one’s culture, specifically transferred through the 

community, families and personal experiences. Popular knowledge is constructed through 

mass media and other institutions that are considered popular culture. Today, the Internet, 

Facebook, and other social networks contribute to the popular knowledge that people 

acquire.  

Mainstream academic knowledge would be considered universal and objective. 

This type of knowledge “reflects the established, Western-oriented canon that has 

historically dominated university research and teaching in the United States” (p. 8). 

Transformative academic knowledge challenges the mainstream and seeks to expand 

diverse perspectives. School knowledge is a result of the information received from 

school settings. This knowledge includes the information located in textbooks, teacher 
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guides, and teachers’ pedagogical practice. These components, although conceptually 

distinct, interact with how people come to understand information. In the case of 

preservice teachers, Banks’ knowledge construction typology is theoretically important 

because it helps to understand the intricate ways meaning is negotiated and eventually 

taught in classrooms.  

Cultural memory in African American history 

The theoretical lens, cultural memory, was employed to examine preservice 

teachers use of new knowledge. I specifically looked at the notion of cultural memory 

and how knowledge and pedagogy was influence in classrooms. Memory, in this 

instance, does not describe the biological processes of memory retrieval or how 

individual persons “remember” the past.  My use of the concept of memory draws from 

the scholarship of Maurice Hallbwachs (1992) and Jan Assmann (1995) who approached 

the study of historical “memory” not as an individual cognitive activity but as an active 

social process of remembrance and forgetting. 

To begin, I must note that the subject of history and the framework of memory are 

two distinct terms and should not be used interchangeably. Scholars have explored the 

relationship between history and memory (Assmann, 1995; Goff, 1988; Flores, 2002; 

Kansteiner, 2002; Nora, 1974; Ricoeur, 1984; Wetsch, 2002) specifically noting the 

differences in the two constructs. As an example, Sexias, Fromowitz & Hill (2002) 

provided a good illustration of the dichotomy between the two terms: 

Memory is the construction of the past, which is immediately available, deeply 
held, profoundly meaningful, and therefore impervious to critique. History is the 
product of evidence-based investigation, rational dialogue, and dispassionate 
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scholarship. Memory is the product of direct experience; history is the product of 
questioning, inquiry and critique (p. 44). 

 

The discipline of history is considered an “ objective” exploration of the past. Its premise 

is “based on proof and collaborating evidence to support balanced and sober modes of 

analysis” (Fabre & O’Meally, 1994 p. 6). This line of reasoning situate history as is 

theoretically free of all bias because the exploration of the past is purely objective or 

scientific (Hallawachs, 1992). Despite the theoretical underpinnings of history, it is 

important to point out that scholars have conceptually looked at the process of history as 

not a value free discipline or process (Epstein, 2009; Flores, 2002; Goff, 1991; Harding, 

1970; Lowenthral, 2005; Trouillot, 1995). These academicians have recognized that 

historians’ epistemology vis-à-vis  nationalism and prejudices have influenced how 

history is read and narratives are written. Jacques Le Goff (1991) postulated that history 

involves conscious manipulation by historians who are influenced by their current social, 

ideological and political structures. Similarity, Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s (1995) reference 

to history’s dual function of encapsulating both “what happened” and “that which is said 

to have happened” (p.2), hints at the role historians play in creating narrative. 

Memory, although not to be used interchangeably, is intricately linked to the 

discipline and process of history.  Narratives manufactured by historians about events of 

the past inform or create memory about people, places and events. Memory, also, consists 

of an active process of remembering and forgetting. The remembering and forgetting of 

history are linked to the socio-historical realities of individuals, meaning that different 
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groups joined by racial and ethnic heritage, gender, and sexuality, to name a few, 

conceptualize historical narratives differently.  

Cultural memory, more specifically, is how people remember and forget the past 

through cultural artifacts, formations and institutional communication (Assmannn, 1995, 

p. 129). Cultural memory interacts with history in various ways to bring about a 

collective and national identity.  The act of cultural memory is facilitated through the use 

and consumption of physical objects and commemorations such as flags, stamps, 

Juneteenth celebrations, Black History Month, Social Studies textbooks, holidays, 

cemeteries, paintings and anthems to name a few. These conceptions are designed to 

recall the collective history of persons interacting with the artifacts.  

According to Assmann (1995) cultural memory stresses six characteristics that are 

used to provide a nexus between memory (the contemporized past), culture, and the 

group (society) (p. 129).  The six characteristics are: 

1. Creates a unified identity 

2.  Reconstructs historical narratives through changing social and political 

situations 

3. Comes in various formations (written, pictures, etc) for consumption 

4. Organized through certain media (textbooks) 

5. Culturally connected to a system of values, differentiates importance 

6. Reflective 

 John R. Gills (1994) and Assmann (1995) postulated that cultural memory 

defines a group’s identity, which can either unify or divide. Assmannn (1995) noted that 
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cultural memory is “defined through a kind of identificatory determination” that unifies a 

cultural group through the positive (“we are this”) or the negative (“that’s our opposite”). 

In many cases, hyphenated histories or marginalized histories, such as African American 

history, unifies the dominant group in the negative (our opposite) because the 

experiences, beliefs and discourses of the opposite are disconnected with what is 

considered authentic United States history.  

Cultural memory about African American history has had drastic implications in 

how African Americans were viewed and treated in the U.S. and globally (Fredrickson, 

2002; Woodson, 1933). Negative depictions, silenced accounts and misguided narratives 

about African Americans occurred prominently in educational settings as the “official” 

curriculum for students learning and teacher instruction. Cultural memory devices such as 

Social Studies/history textbooks along with social, economic, and political policies and 

public curricula such as postcards, print advertisements, and television all encompassed a 

collective memory of African Americans as inferior beings and subhumans (Gates, 1987; 

King, Davis, & Brown, In press; Mills, 1995).   

Preservice teachers who are mostly Anglo American have to negotiate their 

cultural histories with new cultural knowledge about the histories of African Americans. 

Even though they may identify more with mainstream history because of its Eurocentric 

framework (Banks, 1993), they have to be encouraged to see how African American 

cultural memory is silenced in mainstream academic and school knowledge. In many 

respects, teachers who value histories of marginalized groups have to encapsulate a 
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disposition of double consciousness (DuBois, 1989)—the ability to look at history 

through different lenses that are dissimilar from their personal histories.  

Assmann’s (1995) theory on cultural memory considers the impact of new 

political and social structures that can reconstruct memory. Memory can become fixed 

when new forms of cultural formations do not disrupt old forms a process called the 

mode of potentiality. When these memories have the potential to be fixed entities in 

remembering, this process is called figures of memory.  Cultural memory, however, is in 

constant reconstruction, meaning that knowledge is conditioned by its contemporary 

situation. Cultural memories can eventually take on new meanings through new 

information. This new meaning is what Assmann (1995) refers to as the mode of 

actuality, whereby each contemporary context puts the objectified meaning into its own 

perspective, giving it its own relevance (p. 130).  

Teacher candidates, in this case, are interpreting the narratives within the 

framework of existing construction of the past, which may contradict personal, popular, 

school, and mainstream knowledge (Banks, 1993) received through textbooks, movies, 

and museums. In today’s context, where millennium teachers’ experiences regarding race 

and African Americans may be totally different from those of previous generations 

(Castro, 2010), what impact can African American history have on new cultural 

memories? How will the new cultural knowledge “relate” to the positionality of the 

participants? Will the stories of African Americans be conceptualized as distinct, 

exclusionary, and irrelevant based on the socio-cultural experience of the teacher 

candidate? 
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Short Overview of research design and methods 

Using the instrumental case study method (Stake, 2000), the purpose of this dissertation 

study was to examine the pedagogical implications and historical interpretations of 

teacher candidates after they engage in a rigorous program of work about African 

American history. Stake (2000) defines an instrumental case study as a particular case 

that attempts to understand or provide insight about an issue or interest. The researcher 

examines the case in-depth and scrutinizes its contexts, but with the efforts of pursuing an 

external interest, such as the knowledge constructed by preservice teachers engaged in 

readings about the African American historical.   

This study employed purposeful sampling (Merrian, 2009) in its selection of 

participants who have a commitment to diversity and posses a willingness to learn about 

African Americans in United States history. Four teacher candidates were recruited for 

this study based on previous enrollment in the student teaching semester and concurrent 

Social Studies methods course at a large research University in the Southwest.  

The dissertation study included three phases: reading, intrepreting and teaching. 

First, the reading phase is when I developed a reader of quintessential scholarly articles, 

books chapters and primary source documents about African American history, for 

participants to examine. The critical reader is named, African American History: A 

Winding River, in honor of Vincent Harding’s analogy of a river and the histories of 

African Americans. The critical reader was developed from suggestions of Social Studies 

scholars and historians specializing in African American history from the top 25 research 

institutions in the United States, as stated by the 2010 US News Report magazine 
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(contacted via email). In addition, the conceptualization of A Winding River is guided by 

the 11th grade history state standards and were based on the participants’ prior knowledge 

of African American history. My prior theoretical conception of Effective African 

American history was influential in the development of the reader given to preservice 

teachers. The reader included four topics: pedagogical and theoretical foundations of 

African American history, Colonial and Reconstruction history, early 20th 

century/Progressive era history and primary source documents. Pre-interviews with 

teacher candidates were conducted before the second phase began. 

The second process of my research was the interpretation phase in which 

participants critically engaged (read) in historical writings (reading program) that 

explored theoretical concepts of African American history, historical narratives about 

African Americans during reconstruction, and early 20th century America, and 

pedagogical theories (e.g. cultural relevant pedagogy and critical race theory) for 

implementing race and African American history in high school classrooms. The 

examination phase required that research participants complete four critical reflections, 

three open-ended and one specialized reflection, about their insights and pedagogical 

concerns about the selected readings from A Winding River. Teacher candidates worked 

at their own pace with the readings beginning at the end of spring semester 

2011(April/May) and completing the beginning of fall semester 2011 

(August/September), before they entered student teaching.  

The third phase, teaching, included methods of data collection, which involved 

five classroom observations and interviews. The purpose of the classroom observations 
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was to visually understand how preservice teachers implement African American 

narratives in the curriculum.  The observations were conducted when students presented 

lessons that related to the readings from the program of work. Observational notes were 

taken by noting connections to their reflections about their acquisition and interpretation 

of African American histories. Short reflective interviews and lesson plans were collected 

to understand the process of pedagogy and new knowledge about African American 

history.  

  Data analysis focused on identifying and developing categories for emerging and 

relational themes (Ryan & Bernard, 2002). Qualitative coding techniques described by 

John Creswell (2002) and Merriam (2009), were utilized in which the researcher read 

through the data, divided the text into segments of information, labeled the segments, 

reduced overlapping codes, and collapsed codes into emergent themes. These themes 

aligned with constructs associated with the knowledge construction and the negotiation 

taken place in classroom spaces in regards to how teacher candidates taught the lesson. 

To ensure trustworthy findings, this study also relied on multiple qualitative methods 

such as providing rich, thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) of participant observations and 

interviews, triangulation of data (Graue & Walsh, 1998), member checking, and 

clarification of researcher bias (Stake, 2000).   

RATIONALE OF STUDY 
The rationale for conducting this study is significant to the field of education 

because throughout the past several years there have occurred major shifts (some 

conflicting) in the thought and practice of remembering African American history. It is 
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important for researchers and practitioners to be able to understand these shifts and 

implications to our knowledge about African American history. These new shifts and 

currents provide new epistemologies that have expanded on the notions of African 

American history. The following five shifts have occurred in U.S. education and society 

concerning learning African American history:  

(1) Since its conception as an academic subfield, African American history has 

become a respected and legitimate field of historical study at the University level 

(Dagbovie, 2010).  

(2) At the same time, K-12 education because of accountability pressures have 

placed less emphasis on multicultural education and more emphasis for teachers 

in preparing students for test through rote memorization and truncated instruction 

in history (Heilig & Darling- Hammond, 2008).  

(3) Millennial generation teachers are considered more liberal and racially 

accepting than their predecessors because their life experiences revolved around 

identity and recognition politics and colorblind philosophies (Castro, 2010).  

(4) African American history is mandated as a core requirement in K-12 

education by several U.S. states and cities through the efforts of politicians and 

the creation of African American history commissions2.  

(5) Growing emphasis has been placed to the creation of new sites of memory 

(Nora, 1995) about African American history outside of school contexts such as 

                                                
2 States that have created African American commissions or mandated the subject as a core curriculum include New York, New 
Jersey, Maryland, Florida, Illinois, Arkansas, Kentucky, and South Carolina to name a few. Philadelphia school district is the only city 
or school district to mandate African American history as a core graduation component for students.  
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Henry Louis Gates’ five-part series of Blacks in Latin America, the mobile 

African American museum entitled America I AM, the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

Memorial, and the construction of the National African American Museum in 

Washington D.C.  

Although some positive inclusive sites of memory (Nora, 1995) regarding African 

American history exists, not all have been reputable in providing a transformative 

narration about the African American’s past.  Many of these inclusions have been 

criticized as construing fallacies, controversy, and many times all out misinterpretation 

and ignorance about African American history. Take for instance the controversy 

surrounding the final quote selection regarding the newly constructed Martin Luther King 

memorial in Washington D.C. Author and Pulitzer Prize winner, Maya Angelou, angrily 

critiqued a quote etched on the memorial that severely misrepresented the belief and 

purpose of the civil rights icon and movement. Cultural memory that misrepresents 

history influences the way persons such as Martin Luther King Jr. is viewed and taught 

through the pubic.   

CONCLUSION 
This study seeks to help preservice teachers reconceptualize African American history 

differently than mainstream resources. The term African American history denotes that 

this genre of history should be separate and conclusively told to an African American 

audience. This popular thought is the reason why so many persons, particularly non-black 

citizens, disregard the African American history as authentic American stories. The 

historical cultural wars of the 1980’s and 1990’s are an example of the ideology that 
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multidimensional histories promote separatism and ethic cheerleading (Cornblegh & 

Waugh, 1995). It is also indicative of the many teachers who lack this history and provide 

troubling narratives and/or problematic constructions about African Americans through 

their pedagogical decisions. Instead, I propose that the preservice teachers in my study 

consider the normalcy of African Americans’ (as well as other underserved populations) 

social, political, economic interests in U.S. history. Without the history of African 

Americans, the United States efforts of democracy, economic empowerment, political 

stability, and cultural richness would not have been achieved.  

OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION 
In the chapters that follow, I will provide the literature, methodology, findings, 

recommendations, and implications for this qualitative case study. In Chapter 2, I will 

build on important literature that outlines the historical and contemporary constructions 

about African American history and how these theories have informed teaching practices. 

In Chapter 3, I will discuss the importance of case study methodology to this study and 

outline the theoretical conception of developing and implementing the critical reader 

about African American history to the preservice teachers in this study. In Chapter 4, I 

will outline how preservice teachers initially perceived African American history. Three 

themes will be explained to identify how knowledge construction is influenced by 

cultural memory. Chapter 5 highlights the new knowledge gained after the preservice 

teachers read A Winding River. The chapter discusses what new knowledge developed 

and how some knowledge exemplified both in positive and problematic constructions of 

African American history. Chapter 6 discusses the various pedagogical methods 
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employed to teach African American history. This chapter will discuss how preservice 

teachers attempted to teach African American history. Finally, Chapter 7 will provide my 

insights into teaching a transformative African American history. In addition, I will 

discuss the implications of the study and provide recommendations for future studies 

regarding researching African American history and its different manifestations.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Carter G. Woodson remarked during the 1929 annual report of directors for the 

Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, that teachers’ pedagogical content 

knowledge regarding African American history is of critical examination: 

 Instruction with respect to the life and history of the Negro requires probably 
more preparation than any other phase of social sciences for the simple reason 
that no other problems have been so grossly misinterpreted and so generally 
misunderstood. To undertake to give instruction in this field in which one is not 
prepared, then, would be a most expensive error for which future generations 
must pay in suffering from other misunderstandings like the many which 
handicap us today (Woodson, 1929 p. 367).  

 

Woodson’s prophetic statement regarding an “expensive error” highlights the systemic 

exclusion and marginalization of African American history, which has contributed to the 

miseducation about African American history. In addition, Woodson and others (Dubois, 

1935; Reddick, 1934) remarked that misrepresentation of African American historical 

characters supports an ideological framework for African Americans inferiority. His 

passionate plea and warnings has represented his efforts and those of other foundational 

multicultural/multiethnic scholars, historians, and activists to restructure traditional 

historical narratives taught in public schools (Banks, 1992, 2004; Brown, 2010; 

Chapman, 2004; Dubois, 1935; King, Crowley & Brown, 2010; Woodson, 1922).  

Traditional U.S. historical narratives privilege the perspectives and 

epistemologies of the dominant group while neglecting or oversimplifying African 

American and other minorities as important historical characters in U.S. history. In 

schools, the dominant groups’ historical interpretation becomes the authentic voice or the 
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official history curriculum— that is the curriculum that is required for school children to 

learn history in school— which often leaves “an incoherent and disjointed picture of 

those who are not White” (Ladson-Billings, 2003 p. 3). Ladson-Billings (2003) remarks 

that the official curriculum is the supplement to a societal curriculum that reinforce the 

axiom that “people of color are relatively insignificant to the growth and development of 

our democracy and our nation and they represent a drain on the resources and values” (p. 

3). Learning history in the nation’s school systems, therefore, represents an inequitable 

history education for all children but especially African American students because the 

curriculum ignores or trivializes African Americans’ historic contributions while favoring 

the history of the elite, which constitutes an ideology that is privileged through historic 

characters who are White, male, middle class and heterosexual.    

It could be argued that there has been an attempt for a societal shift in both history 

and political ideology that leads to a “public” consensus that learning African American 

history is important in understanding the complexities of U.S. culture (Amistad Bill, 

1301, 2002; Florida State Statute, 233.061, 1994; Janofsky, 2005). States such as New 

Jersey, Florida, Illinois, and South Carolina have created state mandated Historical 

commissions geared towards the study and implementation of African American history 

in the states’ primary and secondary schools. The city of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

requires that African American history courses are part of the school system’s graduation 

requirements. These policies recognize the historic exclusion and racist overtones of 

traditional historical narratives representing African American’s experiences (Dubois, 
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1935; King, Davis, & Brown, In press; Reddick, 1934; Woodson, 1933; Zimmerman, 

2001).  

The purposes of the policies are to strengthen the content knowledge about 

African American history to the population including schoolteachers. The prescribed 

curriculum and practical implementation by teachers many times are void of what Peter 

McLaren (1994), Kincheloe and Steinberg (1997), and Henry Giroux (1993) would 

classify as critical multiculturalism, one that “engag[es], and transform[s] the diverse 

histories, cultural narratives, representations, and institutions that produce racism and 

other forms of discrimination” (Giroux, 1993 p. 14). Instead, many curricula and teaching 

practices that center on the African American historical experiences are similar to Joyce 

King’s (2001) description of “marginalizing knowledge”.   

According to King (2001), marginalizing knowledge is a process of selective 

inclusion of historical narratives through biases and omissions that may distort the 

historical and social reality of minority groups (p. 361). Brown and Brown’s (2010) 

analysis of the depictions of racial violence in elementary and secondary textbooks is 

representative of marginalizing knowledge. In particular, the authors focus on the cultural 

memory of the Black Panther Party in the secondary U.S. textbook, American Nation. 

American Nation’s depiction of the Black Panther Party was void of any historical 

context of the violence between federal officials and the Black Panther Party. Instead the 

textbook’s vagueness and selective silences regarding the policies behind disrupting the 

organization’s mission of justice might lead students to the conclusion that the Black 

Panther Party was strictly a violent organization.    
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 Brown and Brown (2010) and other scholars (Alridge, 2006; Anderson, 1986; 

Banks, 1969; Dubois, 1935 Ladson-Billings; 2003; Nash, Crabtree & Dunn, 1997) report 

that Social Studies/history textbooks are limited in their approach to the study of African 

American history and have a tremendous influence on the knowledge of classroom 

teachers. Epstein (2009) posits that many Social Studies/history teachers lack the 

knowledge necessary to move beyond the marginalizing knowledge about African 

American history that traditional textbooks perpetrate. Therefore, the cultural memory in 

classroom spaces concerning African American history continue to adopt Westernize 

historical narratives that do not deconstruct the privileged knowledge of the dominant 

class (Brown & Brown, 2010; Epstein, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Loewen, 2007). 

Scores of Social Studies/history teachers lack African American historical knowledge and 

their instruction reproduces oppressive ideologies that limit the epistemologies of 

minority groups and legitimates dominant nation-state narratives that disregard the 

saliency of African Americans in history (Apple, 2001; King, 1992; McCarthy, 2001; 

McLaren, 1994; Vansledright, 2008).   

 Educational researchers have referenced that more focus should be placed on 

teaching marginalizing history including stories about African Americans (Asante, 1995; 

Epstein, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Loewen, 2007; Willis, 1996). The literature 

focuses on content knowledge as the key indicator for teachers in deciphering through 

marginalizing accounts of African American history.  John Willis (1996) implied that 

teaching African American history could help with a more holistic understanding about 

contemporary race relations. He stresses that African American historical narratives 
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should not simply reflect morality and empathy but extol a critical aspect that emphasizes 

the political and economic reasons behind the injustice of African Americans.  

The literature has recognized two problems with teaching African American 

critically. First, researchers have explained that many Social Studies/history teachers do 

not have the knowledge necessary to transform oppressive histories about African 

Americans (Gordon, 1991; King, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 2003). Second, many Social 

Studies scholars have complained that pre- and in-service teachers have been dismissive 

of teaching African American history critically because of accountability pressures, fear 

of confrontation between black and white students, and ideological differences (Epstein, 

2009).  

This study, however, seeks to investigate the cultural memory and knowledge 

construction of preservice teachers who lack a substantive knowledge about African 

American history and are willing to take part in a reading program to build history 

content knowledge about African Americans. Prospective teachers were required to 

engage in reading non-traditional historical narratives and primary source documents 

about African Americans. The purpose of the reading program was to examine how 

preservice teachers interpreted the reading sources.  I wanted also to investigate how their 

cultural memory was altered (if any) and how this new knowledge influences classroom 

instruction. 

This literature review attempts to make sense of the complexities of African 

American history and its uses in classroom spaces. Therefore, several questions were 

considered for this chapter: What are the purposes and meanings for African American 
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history in classroom and public spaces? How has cultural memory about African 

Americans altered throughout time in educational and public discourse? How does 

counter cultural memory written by Black history writers influence the ideologies of 

perspective teachers? What are the theoretical considerations to think about when 

approaching the teaching of African American history? How should prospective teachers 

approach the teaching of African American history in Social Studies/history classrooms? 

This chapter explores the discourses concerning African American history and 

how the subject influences the curricula and pedagogical decisions of teachers.  This 

chapter is divided into two parts. First, I review the trajectory of literature about the 

meaning and the purpose of African American history.  In order to understand African 

American history as a theoretical construct, I explicate on the various frameworks 

developed and proposed by early historians and educators in their historical writings 

about African Americans. Second, I review the sociocultrual aspects of historical 

knowledge and how it may affect knowledge construction with preservice teachers. I 

follow with literature that suggest strategies and knowledge dispositions that preservice 

teachers need to have in order to effectively teach about African American history. Last, I 

speak to the state of liminality that may occur with preservice teachers in regards to 

encompassing a framework to teach African American history in critical and meaningful 

ways.  
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WHAT IS AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY? 
On the surface the question, What is African American history, may seem 

obvious, ambiguous and even irrelevant to lay persons and K-12 educators who may 

propose that the subject is simply U.S. history in blackface3. At its most basic level, 

African American history is a subset of United States history that focuses specifically on 

the experiences, ideologies, and events affecting and relating to the lives of persons of 

African decent. However, this simple definition does not account for the extreme political 

nature the question has historical elicited. The historical experiences of African 

Americans are uniquely different than other immigrant ethnic and racial minorities that 

migrated to the shores of the U.S. Merelman’s (1993) analysis of African American 

historical experiences as being coercion, subjugated, isolated, and homogenous provides 

a framework in understanding the divergent historical experiences of African Americans.  

Although, through varying degrees, all minority groups experienced hardship, the 

historical realities of African Americans are distinctly different because of their historic 

position as a mandated source of labor, victims of oppressive and systemic law structure, 

and separated form their ancestry ties with various ethnic groups in Africa.  

A “proper” definition is important in order to provide guidance in instructional 

approaches that aid educators in implementing African Americans within U.S. history 

narratives. One problem of the misuse of and poor pedagogical execution of African 

American history in classrooms can be attributed to educators’ lacking substantive 

                                                
3 My statement regarding “U.S. history in Blackface,” is simply in regards to the notion that appropriate teaching about African 
American history can be accomplished by teaching traditional U.S. history narratives and including black people and events as side 
events.  
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definitions of African American history. This oversight contributes to a teacher’s limited 

direction on how African American history can be explored and implemented in 

classroom spaces. 

 Much criticism regarding how African American history is conceptualized in 

classroom spaces that center on its narrow focus on fun, foods, and festivals or the 

curricula attention to “great men and women” who are depicted as aberrations to an 

otherwise insignificant historical record of the black race. What have garnered little 

attention are the efforts by African American historians and educators in providing useful 

definitions and frameworks for teachers to follow regarding the meaning of African 

American history.  

I first begin with W.D Wright (2002) proclamation that Black history should be 

understood as  

Black History that focuses on Black people, their identity, their culture, their 
social life, their psychology, and the way they have used these ethnic, group, and 
personal attributes to make history in America and to contribute to histories, 
countries and people elsewhere on the globe (p. 19). 

 

Wright’s global perspective of Black history is congruent with the connection that 

historians and educators believe persons of the African Diaspora share through their 

lineage. Although Wright’s definition is all encompassing of the histories of African 

Americans and the world, his conception does not explicitly attend to the struggle and 

agency of Black history, a point of emphasis by many historians of the modern age.  John 

Hope Franklin (1947) defined Black history differently as he focused on African 

American history as  “the story of the striving of the nameless millions who have sought 
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adjustment in a new and sometime hostile world” (p. xxxii).  Franklin envisioned Black 

history, as not a set of stories about heroes and heroines but narratives should encapsulate 

the collective effort and agency of African Americans striving to change the racial 

structures in a hegemonic world. Similar to Franklin, Earl E. Thrope (1958) rejected the 

notion that African American history should only be taught as a biography of great men 

and chronicling of noble achievement. Instead, he posited that African American history 

is a social history that should reflect the race’s achievement and failures, dreams, and 

lack of dreams. Franklin, Thrope and Wright advocated for a complete historical 

narrative that encompassed the collective spirit of African Americans. In short, African 

American history should be conceptualized as social history, which focuses on the 

collective voices and everyday struggles, tensions, and successes of ordinary African 

Americans. The social history definition is sorely missed in the practical application of 

K-12 educators and curriculum specialists who narrowly conceive of African American 

history as the inclusion of African American heroes and heroines or as isolated truncated 

stories of glory (Dagbovie, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Payne, 2004).  

Simplistic African American history not only limits the knowledge base of 

teachers and students but it locates African American history within an atheoretical 

paradigm that does not value abstract, yet practical, thoughts about its meanings and 

purpose. The stories perpetrated by traditional history provide narratives that imply that 

African American history is linear and not complicated. Historians and educators of 

African American history sought more meaning in the subject that has historically been 

regarded as fiction and has not yet reached the comprehensiveness desired by early 
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writers (Brown, 2010; Dagbovie, 2011; Hall, 2009; Ernest, 2004; Thrope, 1971; Quarles, 

1988). These writers believed that African American history served a purpose that 

extended past simple recognitions and acknowledgements of a history.  

AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORIANS AND THEIR ROLE IN CREATING CULTURAL MEMORY: 
THE HISTORICAL AND THEORETICAL OVERVIEW OF HISTORIANS AND EDUCATORS 
 

 Since the antebellum period, the overwhelming task of Black historians was to 

engage in historical scholarship that would create a memory about the histories of 

African Americans. The responsibility of black history writers was to provide the nation 

with a historical narrative about the experiences of African Americans. Much of this 

process was in response to early ideologies that demonized and defamed the Black race 

(Ernest, 2004; Hall, 2009; Moses, 2004;Thrope, 1969).  Ronald Butchart (1988) 

remarked that Black and White historians wrote two totally different types of histories. 

Black historians main objective was to write counter histories because the majority of 

narratives written by White historians ignored African Americans or publish histories that 

were narrow and stereotypical. Ernest (2004) reminded us that the historical explorations 

by these early writers were historically situated within a White historical enterprise that 

ignored and erased the historical record of African Americans.  According to Ernest 

(2004), African Americans were living in what David Theo Goldberg called the “racial 

state”, where early Black history writers were “fighting the paradigms of white 

oppression, which took the form of prescribed ignorance and structured blindness that 

limited the preservations of the records about African Americans” (pp.3- 5). 
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  Despite the structural racial components of writing history, early black history 

writers found different ways to learn and dissimilate history. Histories were written in 

short booklets and pamphlets for easy reading for African American citizens (Ernest, 

2004; Hall, 2009). A few books were written about aspects of African American life that 

focused on the histories of Africa, religion, and military service of Black people. Black 

historical societies and organizations such as the American Negro Academy, Bethal 

Historical Society, Negro Society of Research and the Association for the Study of Negro 

Life and History provided outlets to collect artifacts, engage in intellectual dialogue, and 

write scholarly histories to extol the experiences of African Americans. Early black 

history writers’ of the 1800’s laid the theoretical foundation and consequently a template 

which future historians of black history would emulate, revise, and diversify (Dagbovie, 

2010). These writers had a purpose that help set the agenda for future historians and 

educators interested in promoting the study of African American history.  

The teaching of Black history was a political endeavor by many historians of 

African American history. I use the term political to suggest that historians of the Black 

history understood that history and knowledge were not neutral but informed biases and 

omissions. The mere undertaking of writing about African Americans in history took on a 

political meaning whether the historian wanted it to or not.  The level of political 

abrasiveness, however, varied from scientific objectivism to social justice activism. 

Vincent Harding (1970) here provided an understanding to the political nature of African 

American history:  
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Black history cannot help but be politically oriented for it tends toward the total 
redefinition of an experience which was highly political, Black history must be 
political for its ideals with the most political phenomenon of all, the struggle 
between the masters and the slave, between the colonized and the colonizer, 
between the oppressed and the oppressor. And it recognizes that all histories of 
people participate in politics and are shaped by political and ideological views (p. 
21).   

 

Harding situated African American history as political because the mere discussion of the 

experiences of African Americans went counter to traditional histories favores in the 

nations schools.   

The political purpose of African American history to historians such as Harding 

and educational scholars such as Joyce King was larger than just making a counter 

narrative statement. They argue that the exclusions or marginalization of African 

American history in classrooms deny Black students’ humanity. Humanity refers to being 

equitable in the human landscape that fosters non-oppressive and non-defensive uses of 

diversity, which promotes belonging and contribution to global society (King & Wilson, 

1990).  

King (1992) maintains that school knowledge as it is already constructed is 

consciously “destructive of class, race, ethnicity and personality, [which] constricts [the] 

human spirit and perpetuates violence and inhumanity” (p. 320). She continues to state 

that exemptions of African American history are indicative of a hegemonic intellectual 

paradigm that “slanders people of African descent [which] causes black children to dis-

identify with their history, deprive them of their heritage, and distorts their humanity… 

all of which is a postmodern “way of death” of the psyche, if not a physical one” (p. 336).  
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  Therefore, the representation of African American lives and experiences in 

curricula reflect the invisibility of African American experiences in the U.S. The 

treatment of African Americans through state sanctioned history has relegated African 

Americans to lowly statues in the body politic, similar to Charles Mills (1997) notion of 

subhumans. The importance of a critical and holistic African American history is 

important for African Americans personal, social, and psychological survival 

Therefore, the implementation of African American history and providing a sound 

theory for the subject was not only about a place to write about African American 

contributions but to hold on to the human qualities of Black persons. Black history 

writers managed to construct a history about African Americans that was diverse and 

incorporated various theoretical aspects to how African American history should be 

constructed and conveyed. Despite their common themes of corrective history, tensions 

remained within the African American academic community about the purpose and 

definition concerning African American history. The next section explores these different 

theoretical debates among Black history writers.  

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 
Dagbovie (2011) argues that, scholarship is lacking around the various theoretical 

considerations about the meaning and purpose of African American history. Although 

there is not a comparable book to Edward Carr’s (1964), What is History, many scholars 

of African American history have written about past historians’ ideas about their 

development of theories relating to the philosophy of African American history 

(Dagboive, 2011; Franklin, 1984;, 1985; Meirer, 1984; Moses, 1998; Jardins, 2004; 
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Thrope, 1969, 1971; Quarrels, 1988; Woodson, 1945). This review examines the 

literature of black history writers. I attend to the thoughts of both professionally trained 

historians and autodidactic (self educated historians). I am not concerned with the 

tensions between modern and postmodern debates in historical writings, that is a tension 

regarding professional trained historians and self-taught historian and whether the latter 

has more privilege and authority to write history over the other. It has been proven that 

self-taught historians such as Arthur Schomburg, J. A Rogers, and others have been 

major contributors to the writing, teaching, and philosophy of African American history. 

In a sense, self-taught historians have extensive expertise and are the voice of the local 

communities that were so influential in establishing and dispersing a practical and easy to 

read history to the masses in Black communities (Hall, 2009; Dagbovie, 2010).  I am 

focused on the various ways in which African American history was theorized and 

reflective throughout the various social contexts of the African American experiences.  

 Cultural memory is related to how many non-academics come to understand 

history through various sources, not only scholarly books or speeches. It is safe to say 

that more persons come into contact with mainstream renditions of African American 

history written by autodidacts and others through media outlets, television, radio, 

libraries, and local bookstores.  In many respects, popular renditions concerning African 

American history reflect the African American historical discourse in Black communities 

through the thoughts of K-12 educators, ministers, political figures, parents, neighbors, 

community organizers, and concerned citizens of how and what was dissimilated as 

African American history. By seriously examining the works of autodidacts and 
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community educators, different sources were used to identify how Black history was 

used. 

Three themes emerged in my analysis of the major theoretical tensions of Black 

history. The themes include African American history and global identity, psychotherapy, 

and social justice. Descriptions of these philosophies concerning African American 

history are not in chronological order. In addition, many historians’ and educators’ 

philosophies are not static - their ideas were fluid as they intellectually matured and 

society evolved throughout the years. Therefore, historians’ and educators’ thoughts may 

overlap and the themes presented here are interrelated in many instances. These 

theoretical concepts are examples of African American cultural knowledge and could 

assist classroom teachers to better conceptualize the teaching of African American 

history and make learning the subject more meaningful.  

African American and Africa: A global identity  
The first theme that many black history writers postulated was a more accurate 

and inspiring historical record about the people of Africa and the African Diaspora than 

what was previous written. Robin D. G Kelley (1999) provided two reasons why Africa 

was important to the writers of African American history: 

In a global context of white supremacy [Black historical writers] were attempting 
to portray African people as world-historical actors, to turn on it head the 
Hegelian or Toynbee-esque image of Africa as having no history. Second, they 
are making a case for African Americans as descendents of Africans- “civilized” 
African who contributed to the intellectual, cultural and political advancement of 
the West (p. 1062). 
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 Theoretically, black history writers’ purpose was to construct a collective cultural 

memory through writing about the achievements of their ancestors around the globe. 

Historians have consistently made the cultural connection between African Americans 

and the African Diaspora, especially the continent of Africa and its people. Henry Louis 

Gates (1988) surmised that the institution of slavery inadvertently created a diverse Pan-

African identity in the Americas. Many of the cultural characteristics and traditions of 

West Africa were salvaged by enslaved African Americans which became the antecedent 

for a distinct African American culture in the U.S. Sterling Stuckey (1988) agreed with 

Gates as he simply points out that “African Americans are basically African in culture” 

(pp. vii, viii), which made the cultural and ancestral connections a point of emphasis for 

many writing about the experiences of African Americans.  

 African Americans’ global connection with African people distinguished black 

people apart from the European heritage claimed by white Americans, and could 

therefore serve as a basis for racial solidarity and a black identity (Bruce, 1984).  Kelly 

(1999) extended Bruce’s argument by claiming that, “ whether it was deliberate or not, 

they contributed to the formation of a collective identity, reconstructing a glorious 

African past for the purpose of overturning degrading representations of blackness and 

establishing a firm cultural basis for a kind of “peoplehood” (p. 1050). The rationale for 

reconceptionalizing Africa was to explicitly state that people of African descent were a 

people of profound literary, scientific, and intellectual accomplishment (Brown, 2010; 

King, Crowley & Brown, 2010).  To do this, historical writings about Africa focused on 

advanced civilizations to dispel myths about their contributions and achievements to 



 36 

global society. For example, Earl E. Thorpe (1971) in Black Historians: A critique, 

proclaimed that:  

Every public school and college graduate should know that when white Christian 
Europe was living in her Dark Ages, there were great black kingdoms and 
empires and high civilizations in sub-Suhara Africa and the successful revolt of 
black people led by Toussaint L’Ouverture was a major reason Napoleon sold 
Louisiana Territory to the United States (p. 10).    

 

Thrope’s explanation about an advance civilization and agency of Black persons was an 

effort to provide students the opportunity to construct counter memory about the global 

importance and presence of persons of African decent.  History writers such as Carter G. 

Woodson, Benjamin Brawley, Edward Augustus Johnson, and Amos Pendelton were 

examples of what Thorpe advocated about highlighting advanced African civilizations in 

school contexts. Each African American history textbook written for general audiences 

and school children began with the history of various African civilizations. Typically, 

these narratives focused on African achievement.  As an example, Johnson (1891) wrote 

that “[a]ll the science and learning of ancient Greece and Rome was, probably, in the 

hands of the foreparents of the American slaves. They are, then, decedents of a race of 

people once the most powerful on earth, the race of the Pharaohs’ (Quoted in Bruce, 1984 

p. 688).   

Johnson’s thoughts concerning the greatness of Egyptian civilization and the 

nexus with African American memory has been a heavy emphasis of black history 

writers. Early black history writers had an affinity focus on the accomplishments of the 

civilizations of Egypt and Ethiopia instead of West and Central Africa (where African 



 37 

American ancestors probably originated) for two reasons. First, white philosophers and 

historians tried to exclude these civilizations as Black because of their scientific and 

mathematical contributions to other civilizations. Second, historical documentation was 

vast for the civilizations of Egypt and Ethiopia whereas records for West and Central 

African societies were largely unknown (Bruce, 1984; Kelly, 1999). Nevertheless, the 

exclusion and whitening of Egyptian and Ethiopian societies was insulting for black 

history writers and they wanted to prove that the ancient civilizations of Egypt and 

Ethiopia belonged to the Black race.  

West and Central Africa became a topic of exploration during the early parts of 

the 20th century. Following the example of George Washington Williams’s, History of the 

Negro Race in America, two of the most important texts in the early 20th century, The 

Negro in Our History by Woodson and A Social history of the American Negro by 

Brawley focused extensively on pre-colonial Africa. Prophetic in their works, Woodson 

and Brawley recalled the African influences in America before Columbus, a history made 

popular by Ivan Van Sertima’s book They Came Before Columbus (1976). Both authors 

provided rich detail about the artistic and engineering achievements of the African 

civilizations.  

The continent of Africa was not the only instance where a transnational context 

was present in the writings of African Americans. Places such as Haiti, the Caribbean 

islands and South America have been a focal point in providing a wider view on 

transnational African American history (Gomez, 2005; Vaugh, 2005). Recently, the 

documentary on Public Broadcast System (PBS), Black in Latin America, created by 
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Henry Louis Gates, provides valuable information about African Diaspora topics. In the 

five-part series, Gates visited Cuba, Brazil, Haiti, the Dominican Republic and Mexico. 

Although the representation about transnational African American history is vast in 

academia, these topics are rarely recognized through public discourse. Gates’s attention 

to the African Diaspora and contemporary forms of blackness allows for a person to read 

African American history differently. In effect, he has challenged teachers and the public 

to globally compare the plight and conditions of the African Diaspora in their 

contemporary context. By doing this, Black history’s conception is expanded and more 

complex.  

Nevertheless, there seems to be an agreed upon notion that any mention about 

African American history should begin in Africa. Before any history on the U.S. 

continent was analyzed and discussed, black history writers wanted to ensure that their 

ancestors were given credit for their genius. As Bruce (1984) stated, “ the story of ancient 

Africa thus allowed black historians to come to grips with major challenges confronting 

black thought, it allowed them to claim equality and an American identity, but in ways 

that maintained pride in a distinctive black heritage of achievement. Black history writers 

wanted to emphasize the development of Western civilization was not possible without 

the genius of African civilizations (Brown, 2010, p. 61). In a sense, exploring the 

contributions and highlighting the African Diaspora’s “genius” was representative of a 

way to elicit pride in African American culture to African Americans. The next section 

explores in greater depths the multiple ways in which Black history was thought of as 
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psychotherapy, a way to restore the damaged psyche and memory of African Americans 

caused by years of misleading history.   

 African American history as psychotherapy: A restoration project 

Damaged psyche 
 
  African American history provided an avenue for enhancing the self-image and self-

esteem of African Americans. Some scholars (Clarke, 1965, Dubois 1903; Frazer, 1962; 

Kardiner & Oversay, 1962) have noted that the way traditional history was structured and 

disseminated that it damaged the psyche of many African Americans. Quoting Ali 

Mazuri (1980), Jeremiah Moses (2004) pointed out that Africans and people of African 

decent remain the worst victims of contempt and have been psychologically demeaned by 

the experiences of slavery, colonialism, and racism to such an extent that they might be 

regarded as the most humiliated in modern history (p. 21). Benjamin Quarrels (1988) 

pointed out that for “white scholars, as to whites in general, black history is painful since 

it forces them to shed the notion that American society is open and fluid, a land where 

everyone has an equal chance for place and power” (p. 186). Similarly, Earl E. Thrope 

(1971) declared,  

Black history is that American history which until the 1960s was viewed by 
whites with contempt and disdain or ignored altogether, just as black people 
themselves were viewed and treated.  Men tend to deny or force out of 
consciousness the evil that they do. Much of black history then is the story of the 
cruelties and inhumanities, which a powerful white majority has inflicted on a 
defenseless black minority (pp. 3-4).  
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In a sense, African American history served as psychotherapy for both black and white 

citizens. Thorpe (1969) speculated that white Americans “could not have respect for 

black Americans because it is impossible to think positively about any group whose past 

you view negatively” (pp. 16-17). Ira Newby (1969) and others have theorized that there 

existed a psychological element in African American history. For Blacks, Newby (1969) 

surmised:  

[B]lack history can secure a sense of personal identity, self-confidence, and racial 
pride insisting that knowing black history can help Black students answer identity 
questions. Black history helps white people to overcome their overriding 
superiority complex and discover how Black history challenges the master 
narrative of U.S. history (p. 32-33). 

 

Newby realized that African American history offered an indispensable opportunity to 

fully comprehend the role of racism in this society and without it, white people could 

never know the real America. In response to the damaged psychological elements of 

traditional history to African Americans, John Henry Clarke proclaimed that African 

American history could serve as a restoration project to build the esteem and will of 

African Americans. For example, popular educator, Booker T. Washington, wrote in his 

history textbook, The story of the Negro: Rise of the race from Slavery (1909), that:  

If the reading of these chapters shall in degree inspire any Negro to make himself 
useful and successful in the world, and if in any degree what I have written will 
cause any individuals, not members of my own race, to take a more generous and 
hopeful view of the condition and prospects of the Negro, I shall feel that I have 
accomplished what I started out to do in writing these pages (p. 1). 
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Washington and others believed that the role of African American history and the history 

teacher was to inspire black people and apprise the white man of their achievements 

(Bell, 1923).  

Psychological damage of slavery 
  When African American history was not silenced in the pages of traditional 

history books, the institution of slavery was depicted as one of the historical events that 

affected the cultural memory of African Americans. Arthur Schomburg (1925) noted, 

“History must restore what slavery took away for it is the social damage of slavery that 

the present generations must repair and offset.” Extending Schomburg’s argument, black 

history writers began to scribe slave narratives. These writing changed the trajectory of 

history by emphasizing agency. These narratives focused on slave resistance. Herbert 

Aptheker’s(1939) seminal book, American slave revolts, proposed “American slavery [as 

the] inspiring story of the persistent and courageous efforts of the Negroes to regain their 

heritage of liberty and equality, to regain their right to the elemental demands of human 

beings” (p. 69). He continues to insist that an awareness of this history can give African 

Americans confidence and courage from present day discrimination. The narratives about 

African Americans has been positioned at the point of enslavement resulting in Black and 

White citizens identifying African Americans with an unflattering past void of historical 

contributions which helped developed U.S. democracy.   
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Great Man history 
Other strategies conducted by Black history writers involved extolling the great 

deeds of African American persons, otherwise called “ the great man” or contributionism 

history (Carr, 1964; Patterson, 1971; Quarrels, 1988). This theoretical concept focused 

specifically on the African American man’s contribution to “civilization.” In addition, it 

considers the nexus between the achievements and victories of African American history 

and African American people, even sometimes disregarding difficult aspects concerning 

African American history.   

Quarrels (1988) has noted that contributionism forms of history are typically 

found through more popular venues such as newspaper, magazines and other popular 

media outsources. The “great man” history is typically reserved for the nonacademic, the 

laity, as a readable and accessible source of information. As part of the psychotherapy, 

African American history’s purpose was to be proactive in the self-image of Black 

children by writing favorable histories about African Americans. To reach school 

children, Back history writers focused on school resources for school children. These 

school resources provided biographical sketches about African Americans and their 

achievements. These depictions were located but not limited to alphabet books, black 

history games, television documentaries, magazines, comic books and graphic novels. 

Examples included the Brownie Books, The Negro History Bulletin, The Golden Legacy 

Illustrated History Magazine, and Ebony Jr. These school resources served as cultural 

memory to schoolchildren that introduced concepts of Black history, which is 

representative of the “great man” and contributionism theory of history.  
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Some academic historians situate their work within the “great 

man”/contributionism paradigm. Examples of this history include Arna Bontemps, The 

Story of the Negro,” Litwick & Meirer’s (1988), Black leaders of the nineteenth century, 

Portia James’ The Real McCoy African American Invention and Innovations, William 

Robinson’s (1975), Phyllis Wheatley in the Black America beginnings, and Joel Augustus 

Rogers (1995) with his great men of African decent series and 100 Amazing facts about 

the Negro with complete proof. Patterson (1971) and others identified Carter G. 

Woodson, the father of Black history, as one of the main perpetrators of the “great man” 

and contributionism history.  The majority of the chapters in his books focused on the 

achievement of African Americans at various stages of the historical record (Brown, 

2010; King, Crowley & Brown, 2011). Patterson (1971), however, critiqued 

contributionism history because “it does violence to the facts, is ideological bankrupt and 

methodologically and theoretically deficient” (p. 307). Despite this criticism, Dagbovie 

(2011) theorized that because of the historical place in which many of these historians 

belonged, they had no choice but to build and contribute to historiography through 

contributionism because the record of African Americans were so limited. The image of 

African Americans was so damaged that higher-level historical analysis was not a priority 

(Brown, 2010). 

In keeping with the theoretical position of black history as psychotherapy, 

Benjamin Quarrels (1988) noted that Black history’s main objective was to provide good 

therapy for the average Black American: 
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In a world that has traditionally equated blackness with inferiority, black history 
serves as a balm to make the wounded whole. In a world that has traditionally 
equated blackness with low aim, black history serves as a stimulus to success. To 
a black person seeking to resolve an identity crisis, black history is ego soothing; 
it places one in the thick of things, thereby diminishing his sense of alienation, of 
rootlessness. Black history is a search for the values and the strengths imbedded 
in the black subculture. Black history strikes at the black America’s legacy of 
self-rejection, the burden of shame that he had been taught was his to bear going 
back to the curse of Cain (p. 204). 

 

John Henry Clarke (1965) agreed with Quarrels assessment and viewed “ the role of 

history and the history teacher is to give Black people a sense of pride in their past and 

[cultural] memories that they can love and respect” (p.27). The belief that racist historical 

narratives about Black persons created an inferiority complex within African Americans 

was a widely accepted theory by many historians, psychologists and sociologists. 

Moreover, white Americans began to internalize their status within the historical 

hierarchy and continued to enact prejudice behaviors as a result. History therefore, 

became representative of reality. The results of the ideological oppression resulted with 

both Whites and African Americans regarding Black people inferior based on their 

history.  

Black history as social justice: Practical applications of African American history 

Political African American history 
 

The third theme explained how African American history was used as a tool to advance 

social justice. This theme was influenced mostly out of the Civil Rights era and Black 

power movement in U.S. universities during the 1960s and 70s.  Following the traditions 
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of David Walker, Fredrick Douglass and Martin Delany, black history writers wanted to 

emphasize institutionalized U.S. injustices towards African Americans. Black history 

writers of this mind exhibited a more emotional response towards history than writers of 

black history as psychotherapy.  

The perspectives of black history writers for social justice differed from 

contributionsim and mainstream historians in that they presented a more critical and 

darker side of African American history that focused on the atrocities of the U.S. and 

global oppression. For example, Hare (1996) believed that African American history 

should be about how Black people had “been everlastingly misled, tricked, and 

brainwashed by the ruling class of white” (p. 30). Social justice historians simply wanted 

white people not to forget what their ancestor did to African Americans. They also 

wanted African Americans not to forget about past transgressions and use that knowledge 

for liberation.  

Orlando Patterson (1971) classified social justice scholars as writing African 

American history from a catastrophe paradigm of history. Patterson’s assessment of these 

writers concluded that African American history was “ one long disaster, a chronicle of 

horrors in which Black experienced every conceivable form of exploitation, humiliation 

and anguish at the hands of their white oppressors” (p. 299). Patterson offered a harsh 

critique of what he deemed “radical catastrophe” history. He insisted that this form of 

historical remembering does three things: defines an enemy (the white man), provides 

therapy for the damaged black psyche, and provides just redemption for past sins of white 

people (pp. 300-301).  
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African American history as a weapon 
Black history as a tool for social justice mirrored the social climate of its 

conception, during the more aggressive aspects of the Civil Rights struggle. The 1960s 

and 70’s was a time for African American self-expression especially among young 

African Americans who encapsulated the Black power movement. Similar to the Civil 

Rights Movement, historians, both black and white, young and old resisted aggressive 

narratives that detailed oppression, highlighted violence, and spoke of African American 

agency that seemed to be exaggerated, hateful, and divisive. Louis Harlen’s (1969) 

article, Tell it like it was: Suggestions on Black history, illustrates that he and others were 

frustrated with “young militants” who use history as an “instrument of radical revolution” 

(p. 390).  Despite Patterson’s and Harlen’s critique and analysis of these writers, social 

justice black history writers closely aligned with Thrope’s (1971) philosophy that “Black 

history was a weapon in the fight for racial equality and provided for the contribution to 

the knowledge and understanding of mankind” (pp. 18, 23).  

Examples of writings of this new generation included Herbert Aptheker’s (1947), 

Negro History: Arsenal for Liberation where he noted that African American history 

“serves as a weapon of incalculable power in our present critical period when man must 

be stand up and be counted” (p. 12). William Van Deburg (1992) noted that African 

American history was used as a “ wellspring of group strength and staying power that 

helped create the black nation” (p.280). James Banks (2001) offers a conservative version 

of Black history for social justice as he explained that the purpose for “Black history was 

to help students with decision making. He further postulated that these decision making 
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skills can help with “solving personal problems and through social action that will 

influence public policy and develop a sense of political efficacy” (p. 673). 

These writers’ social commentary elicited action that inspired young African 

Americans and white “allies” to use their knowledge about African American history to 

help fight injustices in the U.S. Many thinkers defined this period such as Le Roi 

Jones/Amari Baraki, James Baldwin, Samuel Dubois Cook, John Henrik Clarke, Vincent 

Harding, Malcolm X, and Angela Davis.  These writers found places in academic 

publishing such as the Negro Digest/Black World, Journal of Negro History and also 

community oriented social venues to provide an activist stance for liberation through 

African American history. 

Vincent Harding was one of the most well known academic historians of this 

period to utilize African American history as a tool to advance social justice and 

liberation. His 1968 Negro Digest article “ The Uses of the Afro-American past, asserted 

that “ the Afro-American past must remind black people that we are children of the 

humiliated and the oppressed, that our fathers were colonized and exploited subject” (pp. 

5-6). In Vincent’s view, there were two histories that defined the cultural memory of 

African Americans and its historiography, Negro History and Black history. According to 

Vincent, Negro History was the initial introduction of African Americans in the 

historiography. Negro History could be classified as contributionism history where 

African American heroes were extolled. Black history, on the other hand, elicited more 

passion because its purpose was to critically examine history through the eyes of African 

Americans.  
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Vincent (1970) believed that the traditional approaches of Negro History were not 

suitable for radical change in academia and in society. Therefore, he suggested 

approaches to liberation using Black history as the model. Vincent promoted that Black 

history emphasized the “ exposure, disclosure and reinterpretation of the entire American 

past” (p. 16). Black history as a means toward social justice was exemplified by Vincent 

(1960) stating that “ we [black history thinkers] are dangerous because we simply suggest 

to society that we are vanguards of those who one day awake from the dream of 

America” (p. 16). 

Angela Davis served as another example of an autodidactic that had contributed to 

Black historiography and especially the theoretical conception of African American 

history as social justice. Davis was one of the first historians to center the experiences of 

women during slavery. Her focus on redefining the woman in slavery served a larger 

purpose for her as she used the narrative to help women in the present make a historical 

connection. She states in her seminal work, Reflections on the Black woman’s role in the 

community of slaves: 

We, the black women of today, must accept the full weight of a legacy wrought 
in blood by our mothers in chains. Our fight, while identical in spirit, reflects 
different conditions and thus implies different paths of struggle. But as heirs to a 
tradition of supreme perseverance and heroic resistance, we must hasten to take 
our place where ever our people are forging on towards freedom (year, p. 100).  

 

Davis and others relayed a kind of history that dealt with the oppression and the brutality 

of the African American experience in the U.S. The aggressiveness of their writings 

might have soured and scared conservative white citizens because they saw this new 
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Black history movement as propaganda that elicited trouble. These historians however, 

did not care about what the white establishment thought about their historical writings. In 

many respects, all historians from the black history as social commentary paradigm 

believed as Vincent Harding did in Black Chaos:   

We who write Black history cannot track our bleeding countrymen through the 
widely scatters documents of American History and still believe in America. We 
cannot see luster when we must glimpse it through the oceans of tears. We can 
not- do not wish- to write with detachment from the agonies of our people. We are 
not satisfied to have our story accepted into the America saga. We deal in 
redefinition, in control, in moving to set our own vision upon the blindness of 
American historiography (1971, p.15). 

 

The various definitions and theoretical positions that black history writers embraced was 

one that influenced many educators and students who sought African American history in 

schools.  These considerations were all prominent during the creation of the Black studies 

movements at colleges, universities and secondary schools in the 1960s and 1970’s. The 

arguments over the need for African American history began to expand from historians 

on college campuses to educators who wanted practical applications of African American 

history in elementary and secondary schools. These tensions on the meaning of African 

American history was debated throughout a special issue of Social Education and a 

multicultural education movement began to spread to pronounce to the educational 

community that the study of African American history is not only about representation 

but its about the humanity of African Americans that were being degraded as important 

constructs in the nation’s school history curricula.  
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Black history writers differed tremendously in their theoretical stances towards 

the subject and its connection with African Americans. Social justice writers were 

political that wanted to keep egregious history in the forefront of the minds of American 

citizens. Psychotherapy historians emphasized achievement and contributionism and 

painted a more progressive history while limiting the brutality from African Americans 

history (Patterson, 1971). In many respects, these authors promoted African American 

history to encourage and a stronger African American identity through positive and 

critical histories.  

The efforts by Black history writers have managed to successfully “mainstream” 

African American history narratives. Although, much are not as transformative as 

foundational scholars would hope, there seems to be a consensus (the belief that 

narratives should be interwoven in the fabric of “traditional” history) that teaching 

African American history is important. Why then is there such a gap between these 

ideologies about African American history and teacher’s instructional and curricular 

practice(s)?  There is an idea that the increased representation of African Americans in 

textbooks and multicultural education reforms has improved historical knowledge and 

therefore improved instruction in Social Studies/history classrooms. Yet, persons 

championing these ideas disregard the saliency of culture as a predetermining factor and 

a barrier in understanding the complexities of multicultural historical narratives.  

SOCIO-CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE, HISTORY AND IDENTITY 
The knowledge and interpretation of history is part of a sociocultural process, 

which involves a person’s race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, cultural biases, and 
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assumptions (Barton 2001; Brown & Kraehe, 2010; Epstein, 2009; Holt, 1995; Grant, 

2011; Grant and Sleeter, 1996;Levstik, 2000; Lowenthal, 2009; Sexias, 1993).  James 

Banks (1993) provided insight into how historical knowledge is constructed. According 

to Banks (1993), knowledge is situated within an interactive typology that informs and 

confirms how history is interpreted. Through an individual’s positionality, knowledge is 

not neutral and is constructed and influenced through the interworking of 

personal/cultural, popular, mainstream, transformative, and school interactions.   

Studies indicating how students of various racial categories interpret historical 

narratives serve as examples regarding the significance of teachers’ attention to 

knowledge construction and how historical narratives are taught (Barton, 2001; Epstein, 

2009; Peck, 2010; Sexias, 1993). For instance, Terrie Epstein’s (1998, 2009) study found 

that African American and European American school children in the same U.S. history 

class experienced and interpreted the subject differently. The majority of the White 

students noted the progressive and positive features of U.S. History. The African 

American students, on the other hand, focused on the more negative or critical 

dimensions of U.S. history.   

Drawing from William Pinar (1993), the classroom discourse as reported in 

Epstein’s research and many history classes around the country, can be read as racial 

texts. Epstein’s (2009) research provides an interesting function of history and its 

connection to identity. The African American students in the classrooms were involved in 

a process of fragmented identities (Pinar, 1993). The official curriculum and the teachers 

themselves denied African American students the opportunity for self-understanding by 
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excluding complex and controversial historical narratives about African Americans. In 

addition, teachers limited their other students a thorough comprehension of self because 

U.S. history cannot be told only from a Euro-centric paradigm. The exclusion or 

marginalization of African American historical discourses in classrooms is a case of 

teachers not only not understanding African American identity but consequently not 

comprehending their identities as well.  

Teachers are caught within this dynamic of history, culture, and identity. The 

saliency of culture can influence how teachers read and interpret historical narratives, 

which influences how history is taught in K-12 classrooms. History inform its citizens 

about their cultural and collective identity, therefore creating an interesting dynamic 

between culture and identity (Vansledright, 2008). The identities in which many teachers 

adhere to is distinctly different from the historical experiences and cultural memory of 

African Americans. It is extremely difficult or even natural for a teacher whose 

experiences are part of the dominant culture not to accept or completely grasp alternative 

narratives in a way that counters the progressive and mainstream versions of U.S. history.  

Revisiting Assmann’s notion of cultural memory, knowledge is a “concretion of 

identity”, “that is a group bases its consciousness of unity and specificity upon 

knowledge and derives formative and normative impulses from it, which allows the 

group to reproduce its identity” (p. 128).  He continues to explain that:  

 A concretion of identity evolves what Nietzsche has called the "constitution of 
horizons." The supply of knowledge in the cultural memory is characterized by 
sharp distinctions made between those who belong and those who do not... Access 
to and transmission of this knowledge… [is controlled] by a "need for identity" 
(p.130). 
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In sum, teachers whose experiences are different from the historical experiences of 

African Americans teach from a perspective that is identifiable to their epistemological 

values and dispositions.    

 Therefore, it may not be enough to bombard teachers with narrative after 

narrative about African American history. In a sense, to borrow from Joyce King (1992) 

and Charles Mills (1997), teachers are “dysconsious” (King, 1992) or “structurally blind” 

(Mills (1997) to their identities and the affects it has on history teaching. When teachers 

fail to acknowledge and understand the “existential conditions that reflects African 

American cultural, social, economic, historical and political experiences,” (Gordon, 

1993) history instruction may not prove to be transformative to students.  

To reiterate, I do advocate for the teachers learning more about African American 

history in order to condense the knowledge gap that exist in mainstream history discourse 

(Banks, 1993; Brown & Brown, 2010; Epstein, 2009; King, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 

1992). I do propose that teacher’s African American historical knowledge is stunted and 

limited because of the socio-cultural dimensions explained earlier. In addition, the mere 

acknowledgement and awareness does not necessary allow teachers to construct and 

teach about narratives that are traditionally truncated or ambiguous.  

CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE AND CULTURALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGY: BLACK HISTORY IN 
THE PREPARATION OF TEACHERS 
 

In order to help teachers teach African American history in more transformative ways, 
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teachers have to encapsulate a disposition of double consciousness (DuBois, 1994)—the 

ability to look at history through different lenses that are dissimilar from their personal 

histories. To do this requires a total transformation in the way teachers think about 

historical narratives. Many scholars have suggested that teachers need more substantial 

cultural knowledge in order to effectively teach African American history (Gordon, 1993; 

King, 1992).  

Cultural knowledge is defined by a group’s “learned behaviors, beliefs and ways 

of relating to people and the environment which has been acquired through processes of 

enculturation” (King, 2004 p.356). One of the main tenets of cultural knowledge purports 

that knowledge creation is defined by a group’s cultural experiences and lived histories  

(Banks, 1993; Gordon, 1985; King, 2004). Beverly Gordon (1990) proposes that teacher 

education programs be involved in cultural knowledge formation. By providing 

preservice teachers with historical knowledge from an African American perspective, 

they are given the tools to teach from a liberating perspective that critiques traditional 

epistemologies that marginalize African American history. Scholars of cultural 

knowledge advocate that teachers recognize history through the perspectives of African 

Americans, always asking the question about African American viewpoints in a historical 

narrative. In an effort to utilize cultural knowledge in classroom spaces, teachers’ 

instructional and curricular decisions have to address students’ cultural dimensions in 

order to transform educational experiences. The next section details the uses of cultural 

relevant pedagogy as the avenue that teachers of African American history can use to 

effectively change the classroom experiences of students. 
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Culturally responsive teaching 
Steeped in a behaviorist tradition, traditional history practices have been criticized 

by researchers for being too didactic and dependent on textbooks (Barton & Levstik, 

2004; Loewen, 2007; Vansledright, 2002; Weinburg, 2001). In addition, teaching 

practices have not allowed students’ to be investigators of history but rather to rely on 

teaching history as fact and non-complex. As a consequence, history is considered one of 

the least liked core subjects, which makes comprehension difficult for students (Loewen, 

2007). In a sense, history has been in a state of crisis (Ravitch & Finn, 1988). Students of 

color are frustrated with history teaching because the courses do not explicate the issues 

and experiences of minorities (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). 

 In response to concerns of the lackluster pedagogies and mono-cultural aspects of 

history, researchers have begun advocating for instruction that moves beyond traditional 

methods. One pedagogical method, culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP), is an 

appropriate instructional theory that can expand simplistic and uncomplicated history 

teaching. Cultural Relevant history approaches promotes instruction that advocates 

classroom practices that identify and promote cultural characteristics, experiences, 

perspectives and the history of culturally and ethnically diverse students (Gay, 2000; 

Ladson-Billings, 2007). Scholars have argued that teaching in culturally responsive ways 

influence the academic outcomes of minority students (Gay, 2000). Major components of 

CRP rest on the teacher’s ability to promote academic excellence, cultural competence 

and provide critical socio-cultural perspectives within the confines of their teaching 

(Ladson-Billings, 2007).  
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 Culturally relevant Social Studies teachers extract pre-instructional knowledge 

and viewpoints from students and scaffold the new knowledge to connect with the 

previous. Knowledge is “continuously recreated, recycled, and shared” which is always 

relevant to the students’ lives which the teachers link together in order to help facilitate 

new and more complex ideas, concepts and frameworks (Epstein, Mayorga & Nelson, 

2011; Ladson-Billings, 1992b).  

Culturally relevant history teaching ensures that African American history is not 

marginalized. Instead, teaching historically underserved groups becomes a salient part of 

the curriculum. African American actors in history are reframed from their reduce roles 

as invisible, monocultural, and agentless victims. Difficult issues such as race and 

oppression are topics that are broached in order for history students to critically think 

about the social world that they live. Epstein, Mayorga & Nelson (2011) noted that 

culturally responsive history teachers construct the issue of race not as individual acts of 

discriminations or as Brown & Brown (2010) states “a few bad men doing bad things”, 

but ensuring that students understand the institutional nature of racial oppression.  

Knowledge about African American history is helpful for history teachers who 

demonstrate culturally relevant practices in two ways. First, according to Ladson-Billings 

(1992c), African American history provides teachers the knowledge necessary to be able 

to instruct African American students with academic rigor. The traditional approach to 

history and its curriculum has created a racial schema that has created negative and 

deficit orientations regarding minority students and their abilities to achieve in the 

classroom (Ladson-Billings, 1992). King and Ladson-Billings (1992) suggest that 
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prospective teachers come into teaching with preconceived notions about African 

American students via historical narratives, which consequently impedes instructing in an 

academically rigorous fashion to African Americans: 

Soon-to-be teachers viewed African Americans as victims and inexorably linked 
to the slave status of African Americans of the 1800s. Their ability to view 
African American students as capable, intellectual beings was severely 
compromised. Rarely do these student-teachers recognize the prevalence and 
persistence of racism as contributing to the poor social, economic, political, and 
educational circumstances of African Americans. Thus, one of the most important 
things prospective teachers can learn is the long history of survival strategies 
employed by people of African descent worldwide (p. 389).    

 

Learning appropriate and more truthful accounts about the historical experiences of 

African American history enables teachers to understand and appreciate the historical 

legacy of African Americans and better prepare African American students academically.    

 Second, scholars have noted that critically engaging in African American history 

in culturally responsive ways creates a positive classroom atmosphere for students of 

color (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995). As a major component of culturally relevant 

pedagogy, cultural competence is important because it provides legitimacy to the 

student’s cultural history. African American history is a content strategy that can 

positively affirm African American identity and problematize white students’ 

understandings about African American history in classroom spaces. History and its 

connection to identity affect the ways in which various students come to understand 

themselves through historical narratives (Epstein, 2000; Grant, 2011; Lowenthal, 2009; 

Sexias, 1993; Peck, 2010). If students perceive historical narratives as negative to their 

personhood, then the student may disengage in the history lessons or conceptualize their 
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history as inferior. Teachers who incorporate authentic forms of African American 

history are “culturally validating and affirming” (Gay, 2000 p. 29) their students’ worth 

because the teaching of a comprehensive African American history counters the ever-

present victimization narrative that impedes historical narratives about African 

Americans (West, 1992).  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

 Revisiting Carter G. Woodson’s thoughts pertaining to the importance of an 

effective African American history pedagogy, teachers need to be intellectually vigilant 

in what discourses they privilege in classrooms. With its many layers, African American 

history needs to be treated as a complex subject that fosters critical thinking, creativity 

and consciousness. I am reminded of Pero Gagla Dagbovie’s (2011) proclamation:  

The teacher of African American history faces the challenge of maintaining a 
delicate balance between themes of victimization and oppression, and 
perseverance and resistance,  constantly acknowledging and highlighting African 
American agency and subtle forms of resistance without trivializing the multitude 
of tragedies and setbacks that African Americans have encountered for centuries 
(p. 51). 

 

Whether state sanctioned curriculum serve as a barrier or teachers do not account for the 

thematic aspects of African American history, research has shown that K-12 Social 

Studies teachers lack perspective in ways to approach the study of African American 

history. To adhere to the typology Dagbovie described, teachers who are serious about 

teaching the African American past should be content experts that carefully navigate the 

rough terrains of African American history.  
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The educational and historical paradigm in the U.S. is oppressive to the 

epistemology and cultural memory of African Americans. It becomes extremely difficult 

to implement policies and teaching methods that are emancipatory. Even as political 

agencies such as state legislatures and educational boards are “perceived” to be accepting 

of diverse histories, the practical applications are slow in classrooms. Practical 

applications concerning African American history are affected by two reports of teachers’ 

efficacy. First, the literature states that many teachers’ are unwilling to teach critical 

African American history. Scholars report that these teachers believe in the progressive 

ideas of U.S. history and African American history can be divisive and disruptive in 

classrooms that are racially diverse. Second, teachers’ content knowledge are not vast 

enough to decipher through marginalizing curricula.  

Strong content allows for deeper instructional practices to supplement weak 

resources and state mandated objectives that limit diverse narratives. In addition, teachers 

with strong content knowledge may be more willing to teach difficult subject matter 

associated with African American history such as race, prejudice, and oppression. 

Content knowledge allows for teachers not to be intimidated by “hard” or “controversial” 

questions and issues brought up by students’ inquisitiveness about the past (Epstein, 

2009; Hess, 2007). But since there is a consensus that knowledge is premise on 

sociocultural factors, is knowledge enough for teachers to go beyond trivial African 

American narratives in Social Studies/history classrooms?  

 The literature has explicated that certain preservice and in-service teachers have 

certain dispositions that allow them to go beyond the limited narratives and teachings of 
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traditional history (Howard, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2007). In many cases, these 

dispositions are based on racial and cultural factors that allow them to connect with 

diverse histories. What the literature has not shown however, is how these teachers 

morphored into teachers that teacher in critical ways about the African Americans. In 

many respect, it seems as if critical teaching is something innate that does not need to be 

nurtured.  My study looks at how knowledge influences teaching in classroom spaces.  

Therefore, I argue that preservice teachers are in a state of liminality, that is 

“betwixt and between” (Sather, 2006; Turner, 1987) their socio-cultural realities and the 

Transformative Social Studies/history curriculum that advocates critical African 

American history. In many respects, the teacher is inundated with an educational 

discourses surrounding African American history that is victim of a kind of “politics of 

recognition” (Fraser, 2000) that is influential to practitioners to marginally accept and 

misinterpret the purposes of teaching narratives concerning African American history 

(Fraser, 2000). In addition, many of these teachers were educated in the same schools 

systems that perpetrate hegemonic history curriculum and teaching praxis. The 

knowledge about African American history is limited in these contexts and is reproduced 

through cultural memory devices in popular culture. 

Even when preservice teachers are instructed by teacher educators to go beyond 

the official curriculum, this request seems almost impossible when novices are met with 

uncritical teaching mentors during the practicum, accountability pressures, and other 

educational responsibilities that are privileged as proper acts of teaching. Novice 

teachers, then, are in a no man’s land as it concerns their praxis in implementing a critical 
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and emancipatory African American history in the U.S. history classroom. 

Compound these experiences with the dominant discourse of Whiteness that is 

ever present in traditional sources in society and schools; it is hard to remove cultural 

memory that marginalizes African American history. Liberation or emancipatory 

teaching is difficult for prospective teachers because Whiteness is a dimension of 

“location of structural advantage of race privileged” (Frankenberg, 2000) and reinforces 

normalcy and difference, which are safe cultural memories for teachers. 

Nevertheless, I propose that the state of liminality is not a fixed situation for 

teachers in their quest for liberatory history education. In fact, frameworks have been 

developed to overcome the betwixt and between state of being an emancipatory instructor 

and one who attends to the status quo (Banks, 2004; King, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2007). 

Scholars have proposed more emphasis in diversifying course selections and materials in 

teacher education program to alleviate some of the gaps in cultural memory (Gordon, 

1990; King, 1992). Joyce King (1992) advocated for Diaspora literacy, which exposes the 

limits in traditional school texts and provides a notion of cultural re-memory that is 

nurtured through the cultural knowledge of African Americans (p. 320).  

  Reconstructing the cultural memory of African Americans is related to what 

Assmannn (1995) considered a new political and social structure that could possibly 

reconstruct memory. Although cultural memory has its fixed components through 

historical artifacts or cultural formations called figures of memory (Assmann p. 129), the 

conception is fluid and is in a constant reconstruction of knowledge that is conditioned by 

its contemporary circumstances. Cultural memories can eventually take on new meanings 
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through new information. This new meaning is what Assmannn (1995) refers to as the 

mode of actuality, whereby each contemporary context puts the objectified meaning into 

its own perspective, giving it its own relevance (p. 130). It is important that teacher 

educators implement strategies to interrogate cultural memory and knowledge of novice 

teachers. This research adheres to the call of diversifying history curriculum by 

investigating how cultural memory is altered through artifacts that instill critical African 

American history epistemology and new history dimensions in the classroom.   

  This study sought to help preservice teachers broadly conceptualize African 

American history as a normal aspect of “mainstream” history. Believing topics such as 

enslavement, reconstruction, and civil rights are the only representations of African 

American history; students are left with an incomplete narrative of U.S. history. 

Narratives that preservice teachers will read will not relegate African American history to 

these “ popular” renditions, but interweave African Americans within the American story 

without relegating them as special guest appearances (Ladson-Billings, 2003). 

   I add to Dagbovie’s (2011) notions that content knowledge is not the only 

prerequisite for critical inquiry but a through theoretical understanding about African 

American history is needed.  Being able to theoretically understand African American 

history allows teachers to be able to define its meaning, purpose and implications to the 

present and future. Instead, preservice teachers underestimate the complexity of teaching 

about African Americans in history and typically regard it as an additive framework 

within “mainstream” history. Many teachers may not take into account the challenges 

that Pero Daglo Dagboive (2011) speaks of as a balance between victimization and 
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oppression, perseverance and resistance and agency with tragedy in the teaching of 

African American history. The reading program, therefore, can help preservice teachers 

develop a clear and comprehensive definition that can guide in instructional practices to 

enhance African American history in Social Studies/history classrooms.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methods and Methodology 

The purpose of the study was to examine the varied ways preservice teacher candidates 

make sense of, interpret, and pedagogically use the historical narratives about African 

Americans. My research questions are theoretically grounded on the framework of 

cultural memory (Assmann, 2005; Brown & Brown, 2010) and the conceptual framework 

of Banks’(1993) notion of knowledge construction.  In order to examine the manner in 

which preservice teachers engage in transformative African American history, the 

qualitative case study methodology was utilized. My research was guided by the 

following questions: 

1. How do the preservice teachers in this study make sense of African American 

history? 

2. How is the knowledge acquired about African American history interpreted by 

preservice teachers in this study?  

3. How is the acquired African American historical knowledge implemented 

pedagogically?  

I sought answers to these questions by identifying two Social Studies elementary and five 

secondary preservice teachers who were willing to learn about African American history. 

This chapter’s intent is to explain the various research tools I used for the qualitative case 

study.  

Explanations of case study methodology, theoretical considerations, data 
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collection, and analysis will follow. A discussion about the contexts of the study, the 

research participants, and the university and Social Studies methods classes are 

explained. In addition, I explain my positionality and the results of a pilot study 

conducted during the 2010 summer and winter semesters.  In the last sections of this 

chapter, I detail the process of creating a transformative curriculum entitled A Winding 

River: Chronicles of African Americans in United States history. I do this by clarifying 

the process involved in selecting texts and primary sources for the preservice teachers.  

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 
 

Qualitative research seeks to provide a greater understanding about specific social and 

cultural phenomena. Creswell (2007) interprets qualitative research as beginning with 

assumptions, worldviews, and theory. He further stated that the goal of qualitative 

methodology is to “study research problems inquiring into the meaning individuals or 

groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 37). Qualitative researchers avoid pre-

determined assumptions and seek to employ inductive techniques to discover patterns, 

relationships, or common themes that emerge from data collected from research 

participants (Gray, Mills, & Airasian, 2006).  Qualitative studies are involved in an 

assortment of procedures, data gathering, philosophical positions and characteristics that 

solidifies the difference from other forms of research (Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005; Merrian, 2009; Patton, 2002). The purpose of this research project was to examine 

the interpretations of preservice teachers’ African American historical knowledge and 

how the preservice teachers implemented that knowledge in classroom spaces. 
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Qualitative research was appropriate for this study because I was able to investigate how 

preservice teachers’ constructed meanings, which helps the researcher understand 

knowledge in various contexts (Merrian, 2002 pp. 3&4). To achieve this, I employed case 

study methodology.  

CASE STUDY 
Case study methodology was used to study two Social Studies elementary and 

five secondary teacher candidates during their student teaching semester and concurrent 

coursework. Creswell (2007) situated case study research as a qualitative approach where 

the researcher investigates a bounded system or multiple bounded systems over a period 

of time.  Case study involves detailed and in-depth data collection, which includes 

several sources of information.  The “bounded system” differentiates case study from 

other qualitative inquiries. Bounded system as explained by Merrian (2009) is a “single 

entity, a unit around there are boundaries” (p.40). The unit of study (case) has to be 

intrinsically bounded, meaning there has to be an end in actuality.   

In this study, each teacher candidate consisted of one case from which to explore 

ways in which preservice teachers come to understand and implement critical renditions 

of African American history within the framework of a K-12 United States history 

course. To achieve this goal, I conducted an instrumental case study (Stake, 1995) in 

which the purpose was not only to understand the teacher candidates, but also to 

comprehend the complex functioning of the preservice teachers’ African American 

history knowledge and their interpretation. Instrumental case study, according to Stake, 

(1995) is not only a good source for understanding the preservice teachers in the study, 
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but it is also essential because of the insight the study can provide to understand the 

divergent ways historical knowledge influences pedagogy in classroom spaces.  

Case study method was appropriate for this study because the focus was on 

providing thick descriptive and analytical methodologies that explore phenomena or 

social units such as an individual, group, institution, or community (Merriam, 2009). 

“Thick descriptions,” according to Merriam, 2009 is “complete, literal description of the 

incident or entity being investigated” (p.30). Yin (2009) stated that case study 

investigates a specific phenomenon within a real-life context and employs a variety of 

data collection measures and analyses to achieve a holistic understanding of the 

participants’ interaction with the phenomenon under study. Yin (2003) furthers explicates 

that data collection should include a variety of sources in which to study. His six sources 

for evidence provided a useful reminder of the many sources that can help understand a 

case. This sources of evidence included documents, archival records, interviews, direct 

observations, participant observation, and physical artifacts. In addition, technological 

advances have also included the use of emails and other forms of Internet dialogue to be 

important in the case study method (Merriam, 2009).  

 Since the research involves multiple preservice teachers, multiple case study 

design allows for analysis between the individual cases, which allows for a more 

compelling and robust study (Yin, 2003). Multiple case study design allowed for greater 

in-depth analysis and cross comparisons of teacher candidates in their negotiation of prior 

and new knowledge and how it influenced their orientations with African American 

history and pedagogy in the classroom. To ensure a holistic and rigorous interpretation of 
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the findings, pre- and post- interviews, critical reflections, classroom observations, lesson 

plans, teacher instructional materials, and curricular documents all served as data sources 

for this study.  

THE CONTEXTS OF THE STUDY 
 

This case study began with seven participants who were part of the elementary 

and secondary Social Studies teacher education program at a large University in the 

Southwest portion of the United States. Purposeful sampling technique was used in the 

selection of the preservice teachers. Merrian (2009) posited that purposeful sampling is 

based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain 

insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned (p. 77). 

Therefore, the teacher candidates I selected met certain criteria that theoretically align 

with my study.  

Participants 
Participants were selected for this study based on previous enrollment in the 

student teaching semester and concurrent Social Studies methods courses at Southwestern 

State University. Selection criteria of participants included them being committed to 

teach in culturally and ethnically diverse settings, pedagogically liberal, critical in their 

modes of thinking, and willing to learn about African American history. The reasons 

these criteria were important is because the curriculum was a huge investment of time 

and energy. I needed participants that were willing to interact with the curriculum and 
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think analytically about subjects that are more or less familiar to them.  

I purposefully selected the secondary Social Studies teachers from Southwestern 

State University. Before this study, I served as the secondary preservice participants’ 

university supervisor in their class, Advanced Secondary Social Studies Methods, during 

the fall of 2010 and spring 2011 semesters.  I selected the elementary preservice teachers 

from Southwestern State through the recruitment in elementary methods classes.   

The seven participants in this study were: Cynthia Stevens, Santiago 

Hemmingway, Amelia Toussaint, Jason Hegel, Angela Davis, Denise Jackson and 

Andreas Gomez. Cynthia Stevens is a White woman in her early 20’s from a large 

metropolitan city in a state in the Southwestern part of the United States. Cynthia student-

taught 11th grade United States history at a middle class suburban high school outside of a 

medium-sized city in a state in the southwestern part of the United States. A former 

nanny and government major, Cynthia saw teaching as a profession with which she had 

flexibility in her schedule that would allow her to start a family. Although she moved 

with her parents to four different states as a young child and attended school with 

Hispanic and African American students, she classified herself as an “average” white girl 

who does not know a lot about “other” cultures. She was excited to part of the study 

because she wanted to know more about African American history to be able to teach 

about complex issues in history such as race. She also wanted more knowledge because 

she feared that she would say the wrong “facts” about African American history, which 

will lead to more inaccurate information. She also wanted to learn more because she 

hates that America is so racist and she wants to be part of the solution by properly 
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teaching the narratives about African Americans.    

 Santiago is in his early 20’s and recently became a naturalized citizen during the 

fall of 2010. Originally from Mexico City, Mexico, his family moved into the United 

States when Santiago was 10 years old. He always had a love for history and because his 

grandmother in Mexico City owned a small private school, he was constantly around the 

field of teaching. Santiago was limited in his knowledge about African American history. 

In fact, most of his knowledge came from outside media sources with a few classes he 

took while at Southwestern State University. He wanted to be involved in the study 

because it would help him conceptualize African American history in more complex 

ways. Santingo student-taught 11th grade United States history at a middle class suburban 

high school outside of a medium-sized city in a state in the Southwestern part of the 

United States. 

Amelia Toussaint is in her early 20’s and is a history major with a minor in 

education. Both parents and younger brother are all college educated and she identifies 

herself as a feminist and social justice educator.  She wanted to become a teacher because 

she wanted to help secondary students to think critically about the past and how it 

influences the present. For the past couple of years, she has worked in an instructional 

role at both the YMCA and the Boys and Girls club. Those experiences have helped her 

to understand the difficulties of some young people and their life circumstances. Also, 

those experiences have shaped her to become a teacher and help young people reach their 

full potential.  As a social justice educator, she believes that teaching should help uncover 

injustices in society. She believes that African American history is the perfect subject  
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Table 1: Participants  

Participants Ethnicity/Sex Major African American  
History knowledge 

Reason to participate 

Cynthia White female Government Limited knowledge Learn more and help teach 
about race 

Santiago Latino Male History Limited knowledge Better understand U.S. 
history 

Jason White Male History Limited knowledge Be more diverse in story 
selections in class 

Amelia White Female History Limited knowledge Learn more about the 
injustices in society and 
teach to her students 

Angela Black female Elementary 
education 

Limited knowledge Learn more about herself 
and teach more in her 
classes 

Denise Black female Elementary 
education 

Limited knowledge Learn more about herself 
and teach more in class 

Andreas Latino Male Government Limited knowledge but 
specializes in the Civil 
Rights Movement  

Relate African American 
history to the immigrant 
experience 

 

within history to be able to teach about inequities in society. Amelia taught a high  

performing high school in a predominately white area of town. 

Angela Davis was a preservice elementary education major in her mid 20’s. She 

grew up in a small bedroom community outside a major metropolitan area and stated that 

she was one of a handful of black students attending her schools throughout her K-12 

experience. She identifies with being African American but she admits that she related 

more to White people than the Black people she knows. She wanted to be part of the 

study because she is interested in African American history for three reasons. First, she 

never was taught anything about African American history in school. Second, she 

recently took a trip to Georgia for a family reunion and they celebrated on the former 
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slavery plantation of her ancestors.  That experience for her was surreal and she wanted 

her daughter to know that part of her history. Last, she wanted to get a greater sense of 

who she is through history and if she has a stronger sense of self she will be able to 

facilitate this knowledge with her students. Angela taught at a racially diverse elementary 

school in the northern portion of the city. 

 Denise is an elementary education major in her late 20’s. She is of mixed heritage 

but says that she struggles with identity issues, especially with the label of African 

American. Mixed with Cuban and Africa American heritage, she has always wanted to 

know the larger story about the African Diaspora. When she was in school she hated 

history. She said that history was not relevant and diverse perspectives were left out of 

the “official curriculum.” However, she became embarrassed when she could not follow 

historical movies, so when she reentered college the first class she took was an African 

American studies class with a heavy history component. Since then she was able to see its 

relevance and wanted to be part of this study to learn more about African American 

history and her history through the narratives. Denise taught at a racially mixed 

elementary school in a suburban community 30 miles north of a midsize metropolitan 

area.   

 Jason O’Brien is a 64-year-old history major from a small town on the western 

corner of a state in the Southwest. He is the only member in the study to attend legal 

separate schools in the 1960s. In fact, he never had a black student in his classes. 

Although, he came across African Americans in his town at local parks, he became 

closely associated with African American people through the military. He decided to 
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attend college after his 40-year career in the military and as a manager for a 

telecommunication company. He is a self described autodidactic in history. He was never 

a strong student in primary grades but once he became an adult he bought history books 

to learn more about America’s past. His primary interest in Texas History and was placed 

in a Texas History classroom. His goal is to become a renowned speaker of anything 

Texas and teach adult education classes. He wanted to part of this study because he 

admits that he does not know that much about African American history, especially 

Texas Black history. He hoped that the study can provide him the avenue to create new 

exciting stories. Jason taught at a racially mixed middle school in a suburban community 

12 miles outside of a midsize metropolitan area.   

 Andreas is in his early 20’s, a Government major and originally from Mexico. 

Andreas classifies himself as an undocumented resident. He has a strong social justice 

stance towards inequalities towards other undocumented immigrants. He is the President 

of a social justice organization at Southwestern State University, which was recently 

awarded an award for their work promoting social justice at the University. African 

American history, in his mind, is helpful because it creates a framework for the “fight” 

for rights for undocumented persons. Heavily influenced by the Civil Rights era, he felt 

that African Americans and Mexicans, particularly the ones that are undocumented, are 

historically linked by similar experiences. He feels that the ideologies and strategies by 

African American Civil Rights workers can be used for the modern day Civil rights 

struggle, immigration issues. He wanted to be part of this study to learn about the agency 

of African Americans to help him understand contemporary struggles of undocumented 
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residents. Andreas taught at a heavily populated and low socio-economic African 

American and Hispanic school in the middle of a mid-size city.  

Southwestern State University 
Southwestern State University is a large research university located in the 

southwestern part of the United States.  The College of Education is regarded through the 

media and scholarly outlets as one of the top graduate and undergraduate educational 

programs in the United States. The secondary teacher education program has been 

singled out nationally and has been a model for many programs around the country. The 

demographics of the College of Education at Southwestern State resemble many teacher 

education programs that lack the presence of students of color in both its elementary and 

secondary programs (Gordon, 1993; Sleeter, 2001). However, the secondary Social 

Studies faculty at Southwestern State all are representative of historically underserved 

groups in teacher education, Dr. Malcom King is a African American male, Dr. Ella 

Sanchez is a Latina woman, and Dr. Denise Stovall is a White woman. The curriculum in 

place in the Social Studies program focuses on critical pedagogy, culturally relevant 

teaching, revisionist history curriculum, citizenship, and social justice.  

UNIVERSITY FIELDWORK AND STUDENT TEACHING CONTEXT 

Southwestern State Fieldwork  
Southwestern State’s College of Education is renowned because of its model 

mixture of liberal arts education, educational theory, and practice. Secondary participants 

were not required to major in education; instead they majored in a subject area and 
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matriculate to the College of Education for two semesters. In Social Studies education, 

majors include History, Government, Geography, Psychology, Philosophy, Economics 

and other related social science subjects. The majority of the students entering the Social 

Studies program are History or Government majors.  

  Participants in the study had three semesters of fieldwork experiences before the 

student teaching semester called intern semesters. During the first semester, participants 

were placed in elementary school settings observing and assisting the mentor teacher in 

the classroom, spending a total of 20 hours in the field.  In the second semester, 

participants were placed in middle schools where they observed and taught 7-9 lessons. 

In the third semester, participants taught 9 lessons in a high school Social Studies 

classroom. Additionally, the participants were assigned a university supervisor who 

provided them with classroom coaching and pedagogical/curriculum assistance.   

The university supervisor would typically follow the participants into their student 

teaching semester. In addition to the supervisor’s work with preservice teachers in the 

field placements, he/she also conducted six one-hour seminars to address key issues 

surrounding classroom management, lesson planning, and the daily routines of teaching. 

This is the semester where the researcher recruited the secondary Social Studies 

preservice teachers at Southwestern State University for the study. The research 

conducted for the study did not take place during the regular semester; the researcher 

waited until after the semester to conduct pre-interviews and distribute the curriculum.  

During the student teaching semester, participants assumed the role of teacher for 

roughly 12-15 weeks in a secondary school.  Students also attended one Social Studies 
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methods course taught weekly taught by a Professor or Assistant Instructor, in which 

students discussed major concepts of Social Studies education. The course was designed 

to assist preservice teachers in curriculum and pedagogical decisions in the classroom and 

served as a major component for state certification.  

Southwestern State Fieldwork (elementary) 
 

The elementary Professional Development Sequence (PDS) were conducted over 

three semesters.  All cohorts at Southwestern State University starting from fall of 2010 

will graduate with their Elementary Generalist (Pre-K through 6) certification and degree 

with an English As a Second Language (ESL) endorsement.  The first semester 

encompassed a class load of five methods courses (one in Social Studies) and they 

observed and participated in field placements for 1 and 1/2 days per week.  Mostly, the 

education students concentrated on observing. Other activities such as field-based 

projects such as case studies on ESL students, writing lesson plans, working with a small 

(reading) group and reflecting on that experience, were assigned to enhance their the 

experiences during their field placements. In the first semester, the interns were placed in 

pre-K through 2nd grade classrooms.  

In the second semester, the participants were assigned to elementary schools 

(grades 3-5) for two full days where there were no Social Studies methods courses 

available during this semester. It is during this semester that the participants have more 

responsibilities with their cooperating teacher, and was required to teach some lessons 
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and videotape at least one for reflection on their practice. 

During the final semester, the participants took their final methods course 

(science) and participated in full-time student teaching at any grade level. Since my 

research is focused on African American historical understanding, the participants taught 

3rd and 5th grade, which have heavy Social Studies requirements for U.S. History from 

1565 to the present.  Most method instructors in the elementary teacher education 

program are graduate students and/or Master level faculty.  

College of Education Social Studies Program (Southwestern State 
secondary) 

The Social Studies program in the College of Education at Southwestern State 

University is centered on six major components for preparing teachers, including 

pedagogy and curriculum, constructivist design, classroom management, technology, 

culturally responsive teaching, and reflective practice. In addition to addressing these 

issues, the faculty members at Southwestern State University who coordinate the program 

challenge preservice teachers to think critically and holistically about the various 

historical narratives that are prevalent in mainstream academic discourse. Dr. Malcom 

King focused on issues of multicultural education, citizenship education, revisionist 

history, and Social Studies education. Recently, his work has traced the portrayal of racial 

violence of African Americans in history textbooks. Dr. King teaches from the lens of 

critical race theory, utilizing race as a lens from which to view curriculum decision-

making and teaching. For example, he elicited historical thinking as a major component 

in Social Studies education. During a particular lesson, he utilized racial violence as an 
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example of how student teachers can prepare their students to inquire a more deep 

assessment using history as the case. As an example, he used a picture of an African 

American male, lynched in the middle of the woods. Through inquiry he solicited many 

responses that students would later say was a transformative way to learn about the 

African American experience and the legacy of violence in history.  

Dr. Denise Starks focused on Social Studies with a heavy emphasis on citizenship 

education. Her research attends to the various ways in which people gloabally construct 

citizenship. Using Social Studies subjects as the overarching frame, she involved her 

class in the investigative nature of citizenship and extends the question of who is 

considered a citizen and how citizenship looks in various contexts.  

  One major class project based on the book Lies My Teacher Told Me, by James 

Loewen (2007), is a staple assignment in the Southwestern States University’s Social 

Studies program. Students read one chapter from Loewen’s text that illustrated how U.S. 

History textbooks are often distorted, misrepresented, or ignored the history or 

perspectives of a particular group of people or of significant events that may have cast the 

United States in a negative light. After reading the chapter, with a partner, participants 

were to analyze three currently adopted state textbooks to determine if Loewen’s analysis 

still applied to today’s textbooks. Students were to share their findings with other class 

members. Topics such as race as social construct, racial violence, Civil Rights, and other 

subjects related to African American history were selected by students to explore.  
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Southwestern State Social Studies methods class (elementary) 
Although there exist a variety of classroom practices and theoretical orientations 

within the elementary Social Studies method classes, the initial semester’s program 

placed a heavy emphasis on diversity including but not limited to culturally relevant 

teaching, the use of multicultural children’s literature, journey boxes, and the use of 

revisionist history text proposed by revisionists historians such as James Loewen (1995), 

Ronald Takaki (1998), and Howard Zinn (2010). African American historical topics were 

a staple in many of the classes. For the purpose of the section, I will highlight two 

examples of the ways African American history was taught in the elementary Social 

Studies method classroom. 

Dr. Alice Walker (White woman professor), Dr. Ella Sanchez (Latina professor) 

and Ms. Sue Thomas (graduate student) taught sections of the Social Studies methods 

courses for elementary. Dr. Alice Walker’s class was required to read and critique the 

following texts: Pink and Say by Patricia Polacco, Rosa Parks biographies and The Story 

of Ruby Bridges by Robert Coles. The purpose of the multicultural literature was to 

expose education students to a form of teaching that provides histories counter to 

mainstream textbooks and knowledge. Literature is helpful in elementary pedagogy 

because it allows for more recent topics to be explored and may be read in more simpler 

language than textbooks (Moss, 1991).  Through exploring such literature, race-related 

teaching would be easier for the education majors most of whom have no experience 

teaching about racial events. The literature also added to the African American history 

knowledge base of the teacher who may have a limited understanding of it.  
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 The journey box was another assignment that connected the histories of African 

Americans in the curriculum. According to Lobbo and Fields (1999)   

A journey box is literally a box (e.g., suitcase, trunk, chest, cardboard container) 
that contains a themed set of photographs, selected artifacts, literature, 
informational texts, entries from travel journals, and maps that combine to tell a 
first-hand story of time, place, and culture. (p.177) 

 

A major component of the journey box in the elementary Social Studies program was to 

study the history, politics, and stories of a historically underserved group and present 

artifacts in the class.  The classes did feature a few students’ journey boxes which 

focused on the lived experiences of African Americans.  

DATA COLLECTION MEASURE 
 

The study had three data measuring components: interviews, reflections and 

classroom observations.  The data from the three different components was juxtaposed 

with each other to gain a greater understanding of the cases that were studied, referred to 

as triangulation (Denzin, 1978; Merriam, 2009). Triangulation increases validity and 

trustworthiness of the research. I utilized Denzin’s (1978) typology for triangulation, 

which includes the use of multiple methods, multiple sources of data, multiple 

investigators, or multiple theories to confirm emerging findings (cited in Merrian, 2009).  

In this study, I used multiple methods such as interviews and classroom documents to 

“crosscheck” data analysis.   

The following section will outline the data measuring tools used in this study. 

First, I explain the interview protocol. Second, I discuss the preservice teachers process 



 81 

of critical reflections. Last, I discuss the importance of observations as a holistic 

understanding of how new and prior knowledge was negotiated in the classroom.   

 

PHASE I: INTERVIEWS AND REFLECTIONS 
 

The first phrase consisted preservice teachers pre- and post- interviews.  Interviews 

ranged from unstructured to structured (Gray, Mills & Airasian, 2006; Merriam, 2009, 

Yin, 2003). Unstructured interviews rely on the researcher to conduct the session without 

any predetermined set of questions. The researcher had to be skilled in recognizing the 

nuisances of informal conversations and investigate the what, when, where, and why of 

the inquiry. The structured interview goal was to ask participants a set of questions about 

specific information that encompassed both closed- and open-ended questions. Semi-

structured interviews include both the organic nature of unstructured interviews and the 

straightforwardness of the structured interviews.  

I conducted pre- and post-interviews of seven preservice elementary and 

secondary Social Studies teachers utilizing a semi-structured interview protocol. Merrian 

(2009) proposed that semi-structured interviews are a mixture of more and less structured 

questions. Questions were flexible and not static. The majority of the interviews were 

guided by predetermined questions with no specific order of the questions. Semi- 

structured interviews allowed the researcher to be more flexible in the line of questioning, 

which helped create a more natural interaction with the preservice teacher. Each 

interview lasted approximately one hour in length. 
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Table 2: African American history: A Winding River contents 

 
Elementary preservice teachers’ reader 
Early colonial – Civil War 

Secondary preservice teachers’ reader 
Reconstruction – 2000’s 

Foundations, theoretical considerations 
and historical identity 

Teaching Race: Foundations, theoretical 
considerations and historical identity 

A peculiar institution Reconstruction and Nadir 
The American Dilemma  20th century/Progressive 

 

Pre-interviews were conducted to answer the following questions: (1) What 

previous knowledge do preservice teachers have concerning African American history? 

(2) How is African American history constructed in U.S. history classes they have 

attended? (3) Which knowledge in their history classes are privileged and how does 

African American history relate to those narratives? (4), How are socio-cultural factors 

involved in their initial interpretations about African American history? (5) Where are 

these narratives about African American history reinforced?  (6), How does African 

Americans history influence their overall perception and disposition towards African 

Americans as a racial group?  

Post-interviews were conducted after reading A Winding River, to help 

understand, clarify, and question preservice teachers knowledge about African American 

history and how the knowledge would affect curricula and instructional decisions. Next, I 
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explain the reflection process and of how preservice teachers came to understand African 

American history. 

PHASE II: CRITICAL REFLECTIONS  
The purpose of the reflections is predicated on my belief that teachers should be 

“reflective practitioners” (Schon, 1987). Teacher reflections are common strategies 

enacted to help future, novice, and veteran teachers think through issues devoted to their 

ideas and practices in hopes of “solving” or clarifying issues with curriculum or 

pedagogy (Hatton & Smith, 1995). Critical reflections have been used to deeply explore 

the teachers’ minds. For instance, Zeichner (1987) posited that there are three levels of 

reflections. The most basic level requires the teacher to emphasize the technical, 

including the application of professional knowledge, objectives and effectiveness of 

teaching. The second level focuses on the teacher examining the situational and 

institutional contexts in which they teach. The goal is to move beyond the technical 

aspect of teaching and think about how context influences teaching and learning. The 

third level of reflections looks at the moral and ethnical dimensions in teaching. This 

level is oriented towards social justice in that it encourages the teacher to reject 

hegemonic practices that may influence or restrict equity. This type of reflection is said to 

create awareness of social justice issues in their teaching and thinking about their practice 

(Adler, 1991; Gore & Zeicherner, 1991).  

Although, I find this conceptual framework theoretical useful, critical reflection 

are conceptualized differently in the study. Critical reflections required preservice 
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teachers to examine their prior knowledge and describe it as they negotiated with the new 

material. In addition, I wanted them to challenge the readings and juxtapose their various 

forms of knowledge with the authors’ perceptions. In order to understand their process 

and understanding of the materials, they submitted three open-ended reflections during 

the reading phrase. These reflections focused on their thoughts about A Winding River’s 

contents and how they interpreted African American history. The preservice teachers had 

an option for a fourth reflection, which could be an analysis of African American history 

or sum up their African American history knowledge. There were not any “official” 

guidelines for the first three reflections because I wanted the participants to think 

inductively about the knowledge presented.  

 

PHASE III- CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS 
The last component of the study encompassed classroom observations of the 

teacher candidates. After each classroom observation period a post-interview was 

conducted to clarify ideas, activities and other methods employed in the teaching about 

African American history. The purpose of the classroom observations was to visually 

understand how preservice teachers implemented African American history narratives in 

the curriculum.  Merriam (2009) states that observation is an action that takes place in 

settings where the phenomenon of interest naturally occur and the data obtained from the 

observation gives the researcher a firsthand encounter with the phenomenon of interest 

rather than a secondhand account of the world obtained by the interview (p. 117). Patton 

(2002, pp. 262-264) describes five benefits of direct observations in the field: 
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• opportunity for detailed descriptions of settings,  

• openness,  

• discovery-oriented  

•  inductively seeing things that may routinely escape awareness,  

• chance to learn things beyond the interview, and drawing on personal 

knowledge during analysis  

Simply looking at the participants and surroundings are not effective observational 

strategies; being able to understand what to observe can be beneficial in gaining an 

effective and holistic understanding of the phenomena. Methodology scholars have 

created observational guides to provide insight into what to look for in fieldwork  

(Hancock & Algozzine, 2006; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2003).  Merriam (2009) reminds us, 

however, that strictly adhering to a structured observation may be problematic because 

each observation is unique and offers various meanings that can enhance the experience. 

  During the observation, I took detailed observational notes of the lessons, 

activities, and interactions between the student and teacher. The notes scribed were 

shared with the participants to ensure interpretation and allow participants to explain 

curriculum and instructional decisions regarding their lesson. I relyed on the conceptual 

framework of knowledge construction proposed by Banks (1993) as a way to examine 

how information was dispersed and interpreted in the classroom. In addition, the 

theoretical framework of cultural memory (Assmann, 1995) allowed for an examination 

of the classroom environment, discourse between the student and teacher, teacher’s 
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pedagogical techniques, lesson document analysis, visual audio scrutiny, and curriculum 

guides.  

METHODS FOR DATA ANALYSIS 
 

Stake (1995) states that analysis means, “taking something apart” (p. 71). Analysis in his 

view is making sense of all the data that has been collected and transcribed. It is a 

continuous process that is not disconnected from the research itself, but the researcher is 

constantly analyzing throughout the research process. There is not a magical moment in 

which analysis begins. Typically, data analysis runs congruent with data collection 

(Merrian, 2009). Analysis, according to Stake (1995) “is a matter of giving meaning to 

first impressions as well as to final compilations” (p.71).  

 Case study data collection was an arduous process that requires many different 

forms of data such as interviews, field observation notes, and curriculum documents. In 

order to mange this data, some scholars suggest a form of data management system 

(Merrian, 2009; Patton, 2002; Yin 2008). Yin (2008) proposes creating a case study 

database. According to Merrian (2009) the case study database is “the data of the study 

organized so the researcher can locate specific data during intensive analysis” (p. 203). 

The case study database should include four components: notes, documents, tabular 

materials, and narratives. Creswell (2007) states that data analysis consists of three steps: 

organizing the data, reducing data into themes, and representing data in figures and tables 

(p. 148). 
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The first step was organizing data for analysis is coding (Patton, 2002). Codes “ 

are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential 

information complied during the study” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 54). Coding is 

the process in which the researcher tries to make sense of the data. The theoretical or 

conceptual frames in the study were used as guides for the coding process. Merrian 

(2009) suggests that the initial coding process is vast and not bound by rules, a process 

called open coding. Once the opening coding process was finished, the next step was to 

review the documents and the codes assigned and begin conceptualizing categories based 

on similarities or common themes. These codes were given a name that specifies its 

meaning. Since this was a multiple case study research, the researcher completed these 

steps with other data sets acquired through the case study.  

Putting the codes in categories helped to organize the data into coherent themes 

that clarified the phenomena of the cases. Stake (1995) believes that the triangulation 

process is essential in determining the significance of categories or themes. Triangulation 

is the examination of multiple sources of data by comparing and crosschecking. The 

process of analysis required the researcher to examine the various data sources and note 

the common themes to ensure reliability. The categories came from the interviews, 

observation notes, reflections, and other sources helped investigate the cases involved.  

This study is a multiple case study in which I investigated several preservice 

teachers as different cases. The analysis, therefore, involved two stages of analysis: the 

within-case study and the cross-case analysis. Analysis began within individual cases, 

where the researcher learned as much information possible about each case. Once that 
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analysis was sufficient, the cross-case analysis starts. There the researcher located 

similarities in themes located across the various cases. Yin (2008) explains that the 

researcher attempts to build a general explanation of the phenomena that can fit each 

individual case.  Miles and Huberman (1994), however, provide a critique of researchers 

who may do cross-case analysis: 

Looking across cases deepens our understanding and can increase generalizabilty. 
But cross-case analysis is tricky. Simple summarizing superficially across some 
themes or main variables but itself tells us little. We have to look carefully at the 
complex configuration of processes with each case, understand the local 
dynamics, before we can begin to see patterning of variable that transcends 
particular cases (pp. 205-206). 

 

In other words, the researcher has to be diligent in examining the cases to uphold the 

various meanings, yet connecting with the overall theme that is extracted. Several 

methodologists offer strategies to researchers to ensure that Miles and Huberman’s 

warnings do not reside in the research study (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2003).  

MEETING THE CRITERIA FOR TRUSTWORTHINESS   
 

Trustworthiness is important because it ensures the validity and reliability of the 

study and claims made by the researcher. Research that can be applied, such as education, 

will not want to experiment with scholarly research without confidence in its findings 

(Merrian, 2009). I will briefly state how I established trustworthiness in this case study.  

 First, throughout the case study analysis, I ensured that triangulation occurred. 

Stake (2005) explained Denzin’s four protocols of triangulation. The first was data source 

triangulation in which the researcher noted changes in behavior of the participant(s) in 
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different spaces. The second type was the investigator’s triangulation process that 

allowed for peers to inspect the phenomena with the researcher. The third is theory 

triangulation, which allowed for peers to compare and contrast their interpretations of the 

phenomena. Because many epistemological views are present, if the descriptions of the 

data are similar, triangulation was accomplished. The last is methodological 

triangulation, which involves the examination of sources of data such as interviews, 

observations and documents. Methodological triangulation helped resist the simplistic 

nature of interpretation. By examining multiple sources of data, the interpretation 

becomes more complex, allowing for a more holistic interpretation.   

 The second way to establish trustworthiness is through member checking. 

Member checking is the process in which I asked the participants to check the accuracy 

of research notes, transcriptions, findings, and other data that have been extracted 

throughout the study (Stake, 2005; Merrian, 2009). Typically, this is done when no 

further data is needed from the research participants. Maxwell (2005) stated that member 

checking is:  

 The single most important way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the 
meaning of the participants say and do and the perspective they have on what is 
going on, as well as being an important way of identifying your own biases and 
misunderstanding of what you observed (p.111 cited in Merrian, 2009).  

 

Despite the tension that may occur with this process between the participant and 

researcher because the various interpretations of the events that transpired, member 

checking was essential in “getting the facts straight.” The participants gave the researcher 

suggestions, clear up misconceptions, and gave constructive feedback to the writing. In 
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other words, member checking allowed the researcher to not disconnect the participant 

from the analysis. By infusing the participant in the study by checking accurate 

information, readers can be comfortable that the realities of the situation occurred.   

 Last, my positionality is stated within the document to inform readers about my 

epistemological stance. Merriam (2009) proposes that qualitative researchers have an 

obligation to reveal “their biases, dispositions, and assumptions regarding their research 

projects” (p. 219). Positionality is an important dynamic in qualitative methodology 

because it allows for the readers to be familiar with the researcher’s cultural tools that 

allows for specific interpretations of a given case that has been analyzed. Takacs (2002) 

insists: 

Few things are more difficult than to see outside the bounds of our perspective-to 
be able to identify assumptions that we take as universal truths, but instead have 
been crafted by our unique identity and experiences in the world. We live much of 
our lives in our heads, in a reconfirming dialogue with ourselves. Even when we 
discuss crucial issues with others, much of the dialogue is not dialogue: it is 
monologue where we work to convince other to understand us or to adopt our 
view. (p.169) 

  

As an African American researcher, the uniqueness of our epistemology has been 

historically disregarded as non-essential to the canon (Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995). It 

was extremely important for persons such as myself to add to the diversity of the research 

literature. My project about knowledge and the construction of transformative African 

American history is heavily constructed on my lived experiences as a son of the south, a 

Social Studies classroom teacher, teacher educator and researcher.  
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Because I was the university supervisor for the secondary preservice teachers at 

Southwestern State University, participation and recruitment in the study occurred during 

the student teaching semester. Participants were free to either accept or decline the 

invitation to participate. In addition, because of the mentoring relationship established 

between some of the participants and the researcher, participants felt free and open to 

discuss their issues and concerns in a safe environment. I adhered to the guidelines of the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) and did not analyze any data collected during the 

course and field experience until the course had been completed, grades finalized, and 

permission obtained by the participants. Interviews did not occur during the semesters, 

they happened after the course has been completed and permission was granted.  

  All interviews were audiotape.  No identifying information was included on the 

audiotapes.  Participants’ tapes are only be identified by number.  Audiotapes were stored 

in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s home. Once interviews were transcribed, the 

tapes were destroyed.  Participants were informed that the interviews were being 

audiotaped; this was explicitly stated on the informed consent form. The audio files were 

saved in a folder on the researcher’s computer with a password protection added.  A 

backup of the audio files were stored on a CD-ROM and placed in a locked cabinet in the 

researcher’s home. No data was transmitted electronically over the Internet, nor will these 

files be accessible to a third party via a network connection due to the password 

protection.  These policies were explicitly stated on the informed consent form. 
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THE RESEARCHER’S POSITIONALITY 

LAISSEZ LES BONS TEMPS ROULER 
I am a proud son of the south! For many if not all African Americans, that phrase 

could be considered an oxymoron. My upbringing in East Texas, Baton Rouge, and 

Baker, LA, along with my teaching and education, helped shaped my vision of the 

importance of African Americans in history. My positionality of uniquely being African 

American male and from the south, I feel that I am connected to a legacy steep of racism 

and injustice. This historical reality is ingrained in my being and upon my soul and if I 

may say, present in my existence. No matter what people may say about things being 

“better” that society has changed, being from the south, race and African American 

history is ever present. To specify, my experience with the physical and verbal nuisances 

of racial hatred was not an experience that was familiar, yet I can feel in my 

consciousness an aftershock from my ancestors who have endured more than 400 years 

of embattlement. What I did experience included the mental alertness of racial categories, 

separatism and deficit thinking paradigms, which occupy a special place in my mind.  

 The racial histories of African Americans in these places brought a certain 

historical memory that cannot be forgotten by African Americans. These stories of 

triumph, betrayal, violence, successes, and joy have been passed down through 

generations and these legacies have influenced my thinking about southern culture, race, 

and African American history. From the numerous and violent lynchings in East Texas to 

the successful and influential bus protests in Baton Rouge (Fairclough, 1990; Morris, 

1995), African American historic events define the historical memory of my lived 
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experiences.  Moreover, time spent in these communities in the contemporary highlights 

the divergent ways in which African Americans are still within the paradigm of old Jim 

Crow laws, including economic exclusion and social immobility.   

These historical experiences are present in me; however, I believe I was in more 

of a privileged position than many Black males that grew up with me. My mother always 

stressed education and eventually her calls matured in my soul as I excelled in high 

school. Excelling in academics in high school disconnected me from the typical African 

American male at the school, who were perceived as low-achievers and troublemakers. 

This privilege allowed me to attend Southern University and Louisiana State University, 

from where I graduated. Southern University planted a deeper seed in my mind about the 

powers of African American history.  Southern University was representative of Black 

history’s quest in academia as the largest HBCU system in the nation. Although I would 

say their curriculum fell short of afrocentrism, Black perspectives and epistemology was 

ever-present in the curriculum and in many of the professors’ pedagogy. Ironically, my 

love for Black history was nurtured at Louisiana State University (LSU). Although there 

was reminiscence of the historical legacy of LSU’s racist policies, I found solemnity in 

the three African American history classes I took in the history department by a young 

African American professor. He challenged my thinking and made me realize that 

African American history was not just in books but the tangible and contemporary 

associations concerning Blacks in the past was and continues to be present.  

LAGNIAPPE  
My experiences as a Social Studies teacher at three low socio-economic highly 
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populated African American high schools have shaped my desire to see a nurturing of 

African American history. Just like most structures in societies, these high schools were 

all implicated historically both by social and economic conditions. My first teaching 

assignment was at Southwest high school (pseudonym) in Houston, TX. Although a city 

school in terms of racial and economic demographics, the school was the only school 

with over 70 % African American population in the school district.  It was consistently 

below the academic achievement status of other high schools in the district, but was rich 

in intellectual, athletic, and performance history. The majority of the Social Studies 

faculty grew up during the Civil Rights era and everyday during our lunch period, they 

would tell stories of their resistance against injustice and their connections with 

influential civil rights icons. Their stories were of passion and reflection, as they would 

detail where they were during those turbulent times. In addition, many of the teachers 

grew up together and attended the highly regarded middle class all-Black schools in the 

city. Along with the other young teachers, I would be amazed at the history that was 

standing in front of us. A little envious, I would ask for more stories about the “good ole 

days” and what it was like being a “radical.” To hear stories of Black pride and the 

purpose of the Afro was a counter hegemonic symbol of self-respect and pride of the 

race. Those veteran teachers were living Black historical monuments that encourage 

further study in the histories of African Americans.  

 My second teaching experience was in East High School in the suburbs of the city 

of Atlanta, GA. I spent my formidable teaching years at the school where I grew as an 

idealistic young teacher into the pedagogue I desired when I left my teacher education 
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program. While teaching at East, I got involved with the Black History Committee and 

every February, we would help facilitate events around the school that would hopefully 

spark interest in the histories and heritages of the 99% African American population. 

Each year, our committee would sponsor red, black and green day, HBCU t-shirt day, 

Black History Assemblies and have regular informative announcements concerning 

influential persons of color. I noticed something different at East than at Southwest, a 

disconnect from something historic in the Black community. East High did not have an 

incredible history with African Americans. In many ways, the school felt like it was in 

historical solitude. Although the Black History Month programs were stable curriculum 

in the month of February; the six years I spent at the school, the faculty, students, and 

parents did not have the type of historical consciousness of Southwest high school. I 

thoroughly enjoyed my time at East high school but my soul needed confirmation that 

was not present at the school. 

 My last assignment before I entered my PhD program was really a surreal 

experience. Taylor High school, located in the middle of Atlanta, GA detailed a 

schizophrenic personality when it came to an inner city school. In many ways, it was the 

typical urban school—predominately Black and poor, crime ridden streets, working 

prostitutes located near by, abandon houses, crack houses, homeless and joblessness filter 

through the surrounding streets of the school. However, the school and the surrounding 

area was one of the most historic places in Atlanta. The school, with its divine 

architecture, was the alumni base of many famous Civil Rights workers and entertainers. 

The area was the hub of the Civil Rights Movement . I would walk to lunch and see such 
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dignitaries such as Joseph Lowery and John Lewis eating side by side at a local restaurant 

by the school.   

 It is an understatement to note that I was in awe of the area and its rich history. 

What was confusing, unlike many schools and areas, Taylor High School was a 

legitimate historical destination, even a registered historic place, but when probing my 

students about the historic significance of the school and its legacy, there seemed to be a 

disconnect and apathy towards Taylor high school that I personally found disturbing. 

With low test scores, discipline being a major issue, how did such a historically rich place 

have such a bleak presence? This realization made me depressed and I searched for ways 

to answer my questions regarding the purpose and interpretations of African American 

history. 

 While at Taylor, I was entrusted with the honor of being the Black History Month 

Chairperson for the school. Based on my experience at East, I understood the 

commitment and collegiality it took to put on a successful Black History Month program. 

When first appointed, I wondered why the new teacher was entrusted with the honor of 

being the Black History Month chairperson. Surely a place such as Taylor, with its 

history and connections, would have teachers lining up to have that position. I felt 

pressured to perform. To my disappointment, I did not have the support I felt I needed to 

present a Black History Month Program. Although the program did not matriculate, other 

events such as field trips to Black cultural museums, poetry slams, essays and trivia 

questions happened to involve the story of Black America. I was disappointed because I 

knew better that those selections were not Transformative knowledge. However, I 
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realized that it was a strict paradigm in which communities live and it was hard to break 

through and provide something different. 

 We are living in a paradigm that holds Transformative knowledge about African 

Americans hostage. With this research, I hope to be part of the solution to slowly yet 

forcefully break the chains that bind our thoughts about the histories of African 

Americans. The last section in this chapter describes the initial pilot study that helped 

conceptualize the present study.  

THE READER: A WINDING RIVER: CHRONICLES OF AFRICAN AMERICANS IN US 
HISTORY 
 

Several considerations went into me selecting the criteria for A Winding River: 

Chronicles of African Americans in US history. First, due to the accountability culture in 

today’s educational climate, I had to adhere to state mandated standards created by the 

state agencies, school board and commissions responsible for creating state objectives 

and assessments. Second, I examined state adopted textbooks, noting the way African 

American histories were presented in the text. Third, the curriculum was theoretically 

grounded in three perspectives, including the study’s initial theoretical frame of cultural 

memory. Last, African American history professors and educators heavily influenced the 

reader’s content. In the following paragraphs, I outline the process in creating the final 

product of the reader, A Winding River: Chronicles of African Americans in US history. 

State mandated objectives  
State and national politicians and many educational stakeholders pride themselves 
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on having an educational accountability system that is designed to close the achievement 

gap amongst the poor and students of color. As a result, the state in which Southwestern 

State University is located is considered the model state of the accountability movement. 

The implications for the accountability system include standardized tests to measure 

student and teacher effectiveness. Despite state policymakers’ claims of successful 

academic gains made by students based on these measures, many researchers have 

debated their effectiveness with Latino/a and African American students (Haney, 2000; 

McNeil& Valenzuela, 2001; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008).    

The standardized test questions are based on state standards that every teacher in 

designated subject areas is responsible to teach. During the Social Studies curriculum 

standards debate, it has been noted that the state standards exclude or superficially 

acknowledge the histories of marginalized groups such as African Americans (McKinely, 

2010; Stutz, 2010). Despite interest groups’ concerns over this marginalization, new 

standards were enacted and will become part of the state Social Studies curriculum for 20 

years. Scholars (Lomax et al, 1995; McNeil et al, 2008) have called for an evaluation of 

standards based education, but with the educational climate in the U.S. calling for 

improvement in education and a way to measure it, the fact remains, the accountability 

movement and standards are here to stay. 

  Working off that premise, my job as a teacher educator is to help preservice 

teachers face the realities of the classroom and other educational concerns. It was my 

goal to create a reader that is relevant in its knowledge. A heavy focus on state standards 

guided the reader’s content. Using the state standards as a guide will help alleviate one 
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major assumption by preservice teachers, the idea that African Americans did not 

contribute in every aspect of U.S. history. Preservice teachers can easily adopt an “out of 

sight, out of mind” philosophy concerning teaching about minorities. I have heard 

comments from preservice teachers (and others) regarding African American history and 

curriculum integration and their assumption is that African Americans did not play an 

important part in this historical process; if it is not in the curriculum, it does not need to 

be taught. 

 The new state U.S. history objectives included “traditional” African American 

topic such as slavery, reconstruction, and Civil Rights. Figures such as Martin Luther 

King Jr., Rosa Parks, W.E.B. Dubois, Marcus Garvey, Colin Powell, Tuskegee Airmen, 

Ida B. Wells, George Washington Carver, and Barack Obama are also located in the state 

standards. The point here is to emphasize these “common” standards in the curriculum 

but also provide a broader and complex understanding of the importance of African 

American figures and events. I feel my job  in this project is to clarify, through A 

Winding River, that African Americans were influential in all aspects of U.S. history. For 

example, World War I is not necessarily conceptualized as an African American 

historical event, but A Winding River, will include narratives of the struggle of African 

Americans in the military and important contributions African American military 

personnel had on the war’s outcome (See Appendix E).  

 Preservice teachers have to understand that African American history is not 

relegated to events that directly affected the Black community. Teachers understand that 

certain events such as enslavement, Reconstruction, Civil rights, etc, affected African 
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Americans directly and that has been the traditional places to start when instructing about 

the African American experience. What is lost in the interpretation of African American 

historical knowledge is that African Americans played an integral part in all of the 

historical milestones celebrated by historians and teachers. Carter G. Woodson (1927) 

eloquently points out the misguided way persons think about Black History. He states  

 [W]e should not emphasize not [African American] history, but the African 
American in history. What we need is not a history of selected races or nations, 
but the history of the world void of national bias, race hate and prejudice. There 
should be no indulgence in undue eulogy of the Negro. The case of the Negro is 
well taken care of when it is shown how he has influenced the development of 
civilization (p.105). 

 

African American histories have been marginalized by constraining state curriculum 

standards and by teachers who have limited knowledge about the contributions of African 

Americans. This context helps to reproduce the mindset where teachers could be 

implicitly conditioned to think of African Americans as additive historical characters.  

Although I do agree with scholars that note the problematic nature of 

marginalized Social Studies standards and that we should not stop criticizing the elements 

that hinder educational reform; our key as social justice oriented teacher educators is to 

help future teachers strategically work through the obstacles that prohibit them from 

addressing the historical experiences of African Americans and other historically 

underserved groups.  

State adopted textbooks and Instructional resources 
There exists a substantial amount of research literature that has exposed the 

limitations of traditional Social Studies textbooks (Banks, 1969; Loewen, 1995; 
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Lowenthal, 1997; Van Sledright, 2002). Social Studies textbooks, historically, have 

disregarded diverse perspectives and constructed vague narratives that are not holistic 

American historical experiences. African American representation in these texts has been 

explored and scholars have concluded that textbooks essentializes the African American 

experience and do not provide school children with assorted narratives about African 

Americans  (Alridge, 2006; Banks, 1969; Du Bois, 1935; Ernest, 2004; Woodson, 

1933/2000). Because the study’s focus is on knowledge and with the limited contact that 

many of the participants may have concerning the study of African American history; it 

was important for me to peruse the textbooks and other instructional resources used to 

help them conceptualize teaching about African Americans.  

 The school districts in which the participants will teach all used similar or the 

exact same textbook for their U.S. History courses. The textbooks currently aligns with 

the state standards, however, new standards that will begin the next school year will not 

align with the current texts. Although many standards stayed the same, new events and 

persons are not included. Therefore, the use of alternative resources such as the Internet 

and district supported websites are used as supporting instructional materials. The use of 

outside sources is a concern of one Social Studies district personnel as she stated that the 

“ideological perspectives of the state and teacher may interfere with true alignment with 

the state mandated curriculum” (Kathy Salinas personal communication, February 10, 

2011).  

The preservice teachers used the following textbooks: in 5th grade 

Hartcourt/Horizons’s United States History, in 8th grade McDougal and Little’s Creating 
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America, and in 11th grade Glencoe/McGraw Hill’s American Republic. The Advance 

Placement textbook was McGraw/Hill’s The American History: A survey. In addition, 

preservice teachers utilized sources such as History Alive (Now Teacher Curriculum and 

Instruction) in secondary schools and Social Studies Alive in the elementary placements.  

 An exhaustive textbook analysis was not conducted. Instead, I wanted to get an 

idea of the current school knowledge to which preservice teachers were exposed. I 

wanted to some knowledge that coincides with what is presented in the textbooks. 

Familiarity with the textbooks serves two purposes. First, it is to broaden topics that are 

glanced over in K-12 history classroom because of enormous content coverage, time 

constraints, and the surface knowledge of classroom teachers. Second, it is to expose new 

counter knowledge to the preservice teachers and have them synthesize the two 

perspectives. 

 A perusal of the textbooks yielded similar results as Alridge (2006), Brown and 

Brown (2010), Swartz, (1992), Gordy and Pritchard (1995) and others who illustrated the 

additive forms of recognition, neglected context, truncated narration of African American 

characters and events and misleading characterizations of historical figures. The lower 

the level of the textbook (i.e. 5th grade), the greater the disparities that existed in effective 

and Transformative knowledge about Black history. However, the resources that are 

available for teachers’ acquisition of historical knowledge are both accessible and useful 

to the reconstruction of historical memory.  

Theoretical considerations   
Black history’s theoretical components are under-researched in the field of 
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education, particularly the field of Social Studies. Many African American historians 

influenced my direct thinking about how the narratives should be taught and how 

pedagogy coincides with those theoretical frames. As a cultural mnemonic device 

(Assmann, 2005) for preservice teachers to decipher, A Winding River is the most 

influential component for this study. It is essential that the curriculum is theoretically 

sound to ensure thoughtful and critical dialogue of the participants. Selecting text for the 

study was based on my conception of Effective African American history. Effective 

African American history is influenced by the theories of Crtical Race theory and Racial 

Formation theory. Key to Effective African American history is that African American 

history should encompass the material conditions and experiences of African Americans 

in the U.S. By material conditions, a deeper analysis need to be employed to analyzed the 

social, political, economic, and psychological histories of African Americans. I explain 

material African American history through the thoughts of Vincent Harding and Manning 

Marable.    

  First, African American historian Vincent Harding’s river analogy provided a 

framework to understanding the material conditions of African Americans. Harding 

stated that African American history resembled a river which was “sometimes powerful, 

tumultuous, and rolling with life; at times meandering and turgid, covered with ice and 

snow and seemly endless winter, all too often streaked and running with blood” (p.xix). 

What is powerful about Harding’s analogy about African American history is the notion 

of the transformative influence that history has on African American memory. He states: 

It is possible to recognize that we [African Americans] are indeed the river and at 
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the same time the river is more than us-generations more, millions more. Through 
such an opening we may sense that the river of black struggle is people, but it is 
also the hope of the movement, the transformative power that humans create and 
that create them, us and makes them, us new persons. So we black people are the 
river; the river is us. The river is in us, created by us, flowing out of us, 
surrounding us, recreating us and this entire nation (xix). 

 

 In his explanation, African Americans are intrinsically linked to their past which has an 

influence on the present because of those collective historical narratives.  The river has a 

mighty current but in a sense the many everyday experiences or undercurrents, defines its 

existence. In history, the river influences both Black and White persons. The river or 

rivers that make up history are in constant struggle for fluidity. Coexistence is forever 

linked yet the sources of the rivers are divergent which create currents that are dangerous 

yet exhilarated in the historical memory of both Black and White citizens.  Furthermore, 

the power of history can influence a person, make him powerful, knowledgeable, and 

critical. Similar to Assmann’s (1995) notion of cultural memory, history informs the 

contemporary and is recreated and remade by each generation.  

In terms of the influence of preservice teachers, I wanted the curriculum to 

challenge the way they see African American characters within the mainstream history 

paradigm. Although victimized and hero characterizations are popular within the 

traditional narratives in textbooks, one needs to see that African American history is not 

merely a simplistic caricature of successes and failures involving a few people who did 

something good and bad. The teachers in the study needed to be in tune with the 

collective effort of the Black experience or ride along the turbulent river that has been 

part of the African American historical experience. After engaging with the readings, 
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teachers examined the agency within the community and how it influences the 

democratic virtue of the U.S. governmental philosophy.  

 The second example of material conditions of African American history was 

Manning Marble’s (2003) notion of resistance, reform and renewal. Structured around 

social and political theories, Manning believed that African American history is a 

strategy for African Americans to take over their identities and to create themselves. 

African American History is the answer to the many years where white historians 

disregarded African Americans as influential characters in historiography. 

Central to his thesis was underscoring that African American history, through 

social and political theory, “ emerged from the everyday practices to reform and resist the 

structures of oppression, and to renew their community through imagining and enacting 

its continuity” (p. xviii).  Because of the emphasis on enslavement and violent civil rights 

narratives, it is conceivable that persons, including teachers, have built a schema that 

African Americans were victims in history. Although, as Cornell West (1992) and Marble 

(2003) informed us, African Americans were indeed victimized by aggressive whites who 

sought to maintain the status quo.  However, the term “victim” is more of a negative 

term, which connotes that African Americans were helpless and consequently a weak 

racial group to have allowed egregious acts of violence to happen to them.  

Instead, what Manning stresses is that although these racial crimes happened 

within the historical narratives, by no means did African Americans not have the agency 

or reactive action towards and against oppression. Black History deserves to be examined 

more holistically and not just centering on the narratives of a few. According to Manning, 
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the purpose of Black history was to understand who we are, envision new directions and 

image a new society, in addition, not only to advocate, but to realize our meaning and 

being” (p. xviii). 

 

African American historians and educators 
 

Establishing creditability of A Winding River: Chronicles of African American in 

US history was essential to my study. Since I am not a trained historian through the rigors 

of a graduate school’s History department, I wanted to ensure that the theoretical 

components extracted by Harding and Manning were present within the framework of the 

reader. In addition, including readings that historians considered important pieces could 

broaden the canon of history for future teachers.  

To achieve this, I first contacted, through email, 50 History professors who 

specialized in African Americans. I selected these scholars based on 2010’s U.S. News 

and Reports top 25 History departments at U.S. universities. I contacted History 

professors because I wanted to understand the quintessential history books, articles, 

journals, and websites about African Americans in the U.S. I explained the goals of my 

project in the email and asked for any suggestions on literary pieces they felt that teachers 

should know and be able to teach their students. From that inquiry, I received 19 

responses that gave me substantial feedback on the important texts, journal articles, 

syllabi, websites, and history organizations. In addition, I was fortunate enough to 

correspond with two History professors about the project, one over the phone and the 
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other through email. Once I looked at the correspondence letters and the literature they 

mentioned, I began to organize the program of work into three categories.  

A Winding River’s contents 
 

I created two different readers that coincided with the teachers subject areas based 

on state standards. For elementary and middle school teachers (Jason, Angela, Denise) 

state standards indicate that historical study begins with the colonial period and ends with 

the Civil War. Amelia also received the elementary and middle school packet because she 

taught Advance Placement U.S. history and during the Fall semester she will have to 

teach those historical events to her students. Secondary teachers (Cynthia, Santigo and 

Andreas) state standards designate the periods of Reconstruction to the present.  

Three sections separated the reader. I wanted the first section of the reader 

includes theoretical orientations towards learning and teaching about race and African 

American history. The second section for the secondary preservice teachers included 

scholarship about Reconstruction and the Nadir period (Logan, 1954). For elementary 

preservice teachers, the second section included literature about the institution of slavery 

entitled the peculiar institution. These sections are essential because they represent what 

history is taught per the state mandated curriculum. The last section for secondary 

students involved histories around the turn of the century called the progressive period. 

Elementary preservice teachers’ third section involved stories about African American 

agency during the antebellum period entitled the America Dilemma (see table 2). The 

reader is limited because the research project is conducted during the fall 2011 school 
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semester. The selected materials are all stories that will be covered during that time 

period.   Preservice teachers will have four months (during the summer) to read through 

the histories and provide critical reflections about the sections. 

Chapter four will explain the preservice teachers initial interpretations of African 

American history. Three themes emerged as their stories developed through their prior 

knowledge. The themes of fragmented knowledge, oppressive narratives, and 

empowering stories all indicate complex ideologies of how African American history is 

taught in classroom and public spaces.  
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Chapter 4: Pre-interpretations: Telling Other People’s Stories 

 

PRECONCEIVED NOTIONS ABOUT AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 
 This chapter examines preservice teachers prior knowledge about African 

American history. Three themes emerged from this data: The preservice teachers 

interpreted African American history as ambiguous and fragmented, engrained in 

oppression and systemic injustices, and empowering or inspirational to traditional ideas 

of American democracy. The chapter begins with an explanation of preservice teachers 

general understandings of about African American history. Next, detailed descriptions of 

pre-interpretation themes are presented. The last section discusses preservice teacher 

knowledge in relation to cultural memory, noting how identity influences knowledge. 

GENERAL KNOWLEDGE ABOUT AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY  
  

Preservice teachers were all familiar with traditional narratives that encapsulated 

African American history such as the institution of slavery, the Reconstruction era, and 

the 1960s Civil Rights Movement  (Dagbovie, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2003). In fact, all 

participants characterized U.S. history for African Americans as steeped with struggle, 

embedded racism, and structural inequalities. They also refereed to Martin Luther King 

Jr., Rosa Parks, Soujouner Truth, W.E.B. Dubois, and Booker T. Washington as 

influential African Americans historical figures (Weinberg & Monte-Sano, 2008). Angela 

noted that these traditional narratives and heroes/heroines are engrained in everyone’s 



 110 

memory because “they are the same stories that were told since grade school about 

African Americans.” Andreas agreed with Angela’s assessment of the typical African 

American history while providing more insight into school and academic knowledge: 

We only talked about African Americans [in school curriculum] and their 
struggles, then the curriculum shifts where the narrative is struggle, which 
become survival, then back to struggle, then become opposition, then Martin 
Luther King Jr, Malcolm X, and Rosa Parks become figureheads of opposition to 
oppressive governmental policies.  

 

Andreas notes that African American history and its narratives are at fixed points in 

his/hercultural memory that are maintained by certain cultural formations such as school 

Social Studies textbooks and curriculum.  Assmann (1995) explains that these fixed 

points are identified as figures of memory. Figures of memory are defined as cultural 

memories that are stable identifiers throughout time and are preserved through cultural 

mnemonic devices such as textbooks and institutional communications such as 

instruction (Assmann, 1995, p. 129). In the case of African American history, all of the 

preservice teachers understood and recited these figures of memory which included 

narratives of struggle, success during the 1960s Civil Rights Movement and familiar 

historical actors and events. These constructs are familiar to the way African American 

history is promoted and replicated in school spaces (Ladson-Billings, 2003).  

Each participant’s ideological position about African American history was 

influenced by his/her positionality. All preservice teachers understood that knowledge is 

socially constructed (Banks, 1993) and that their interpretations of African American 

history was specific to their social, historical, and institutional interactions (Assmann, 
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1995; Banks, 1993). This historical epistemology regarding African American history 

was based on the complex interface between knowledge originating from personal, 

school, mainstream, and popular sources of history. The following section explores 

preservice teachers’ knowledge regarding African American history before reading  A 

Winding River. Their interpretations are explained by three themes that elucidate African 

American history as ambiguous and fragmented, represented by oppression, and 

empowering and inspirational to American ideas and democracy.  

AMBIGUOUS AND FRAGMENTED CULTURAL MEMORY 

African Americans as nation builders 
  Cynthia and Amelia’s notions of African American history consisted of a 

paradoxical relationship that recognized and celebrated the importance of African 

Americans as nation builders, however, they could not explicitly articulate the political, 

social, or economic involvements of African Americans in United States history. As an 

example, Amelia noted her ambiguity about the role of African Americans in the United 

States history when she stated:  

They [African Americans] were definitely involved, I do not know how much is 
written about or having them included but definitely African Americans were 
involved in the creation of the United States…I know [African Americans] were 
here and involved and they probably had a giant impact. 

 

Amelia stated that the way history was taught to her did not include or clarify African 

Americans’ contribution. Similarly, Cynthia’s past U.S. history classes did not construct 

a holistic understanding of African American history. She assumed African Americans 

were significant developers of U.S. democracy, but did not have a clear understanding of 
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African American’s influence. When asked to explain how African Americans were 

important in U.S. history she explains:  

 Greatly, from the foundations of this country of immigrants… The United States 
would not be founded without it [slave trade]. I mean, ever since then the African 
American population has influenced history in some way… [African Americans] 
have contributed to every facet of [United States] culture from the founding days 
of the colonies and every facet of life. 

 

When asked to explicate on African American historic contributions thoroughly, Cynthia 

continued: 

Well just… having multiple cultures and the African American culture is one of 
those. Everything from the food we eat, the clothes we wear, music we listen to, 
who we see walking down the street, our school system with integration… 
Affirmative action… yea, been very [important in] our struggles with race and our 
success have influenced every part of our lives. 

 

Cynthia’s beginning statement comparing the experiences of White European immigrants 

and African Americans was a problematic construction of the past that provided a 

fragmented account of African American migration process. Scholars such as Lopez 

(1994), Omi and Winant (1994), and Sleeter (1995) have complained that this immigrant 

analogy or ethnicity paradigm misrepresents the historical experiences of African 

Americans. These fragmented narratives consist of a memory that illuminates that groups 

control their destiny and that all minorities faced historical hardship, whether they are a 

White ethnic group, Native American Indian, or African American. Therefore, U.S. 

institutional practices are not effective excuses for discrepancies of American ideals of 

progress. This analogy presents an ideology that reinscribes minority inferiority (Lopez, 

1994).   
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Amelia and Cynthia acknowledged the importance of African Americans and 

noted that they were influential in developing U.S. culture. When pressed to elucidate on 

specific examples of African American nation building, the answers were fragmented and 

ambiguous. These accounts are isolated from context and connection to other historical 

movements (Anyon, 1981). The examples given by Amelia and Cynthia are closely 

aligned with what scholars have critiqued about how African American history is 

produced in traditional school and public settings (Brown & Brown, 2010; Ladson-

Billings, 2003; Troullot, 1995; Willis, 2001). As Banks (2004) and King (1992) have 

noted, African American history is constructed on the margins of traditional history. This 

knowledge, therefore, leaves a truncated account of African Americans and gives the 

impression that their stories are not as important and not worthy to place within the 

metanarrative. 

 

 

 

Africans selling Africans   
 

Well-known topics taught by teachers and presented through traditional 

curriculum present subjects such as slavery as decontextualized and half-truths (Alridge, 

2006; Payne, 2004). Each preservice teacher began their U.S. history narratives with the 

institution of slavery, situating its antecedents with the phrase “Africans selling 

Africans.” The memory of various African ethnic groups capturing other African ethnic 
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groups is a popular cultural formation that is cultivated to explain and sometimes to 

justify the institution of slavery and its global status (Johnson & Smith, 1998). The 

cultural memory of U.S. slavery implies that the “peculiar institution” was not specific to 

the United States. Jason, Andreas, and Angela’s commentary are provided as examples 

because of their distinctive interpretations regarding the beginnings of the Atlantic slave 

trade and how it influences African American history.  

Jason began his pre-interview by explaining that the institution of slavery in the 

U.S. was an extension of the global slave culture, one that has always emphasized the 

powerful over the weak. He surmises that, “the U.S. is simply a subset of the mindset of 

global oppression, which the United States was no different.” In speaking about slavery 

in the U.S. through a global context, Jason’s comments erred on the side of popular ideas 

that pronounce institutions of enslavement as normalized global structures and a 

prominent tradition in many African societies (Huggins, 1990). Jason states, “ Every 

society, particularly advance cultures had some form of slavery, Africans had slaves, in 

which they sold to U.S. businesses.”  U.S. slavery, therefore, would not have happen if 

Africans did not assist in the capture of millions of their own people.  

By framing the United States’ involvement with the institution of slavery as a 

result of a global phenomenon that relinquishes U.S. responsibility as an oppressive racial 

state. In short, Jason deflected negative connotations of America’s involvement in 

slavery. He surmises that, “ every [society] in the world had strong people force people 

[slaves] to work for them. The U.S. is no different.” Situating slavery in global terms 

allows Jason to still identify with the founders of the U.S. through what Assmann (1995) 
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calls the identifiactory determination, which aligns with a positive connection. The 

institution of slavery, therefore, is considered normal for advanced societies. Jason can 

dissociated himself with the morality question involving slavery and mentally minimized 

U.S. involvement. 

The way preservice teachers constructed African slavery promotes a monolithic 

ideology about Africans.  In addition, African peoples ethos was questioned. For 

example, Andreas’ comments, “the sad part [of United States slavery] was that many 

[African people] were sold by their own people, by other African chiefs.” Slavery in U.S. 

society was bad, but slavery in African societies was worse because they were of the 

same lineage. Andreas continued, “ I guess there was no unity between the countries of 

Africa because how could you do that to similar people and for a few items.” 

This fact of “Africans selling Africans” disregarded multiple ethnic groups that populated 

the continent. Conceptualizing Africans into one multilingual group also lessens the 

impact of U.S. slavery. If Africans’ morality is in question and the institution of slavery is 

a global phenomenon, the United States involvement with enslavement, albeit troubling 

and immoral, was only a representative of the times.  

Angela, attempted to provide a critical juxtaposition between the institutions of 

slavery in Africa and the United States, she surmised:  

It [slavery] started with African tribes selling other African tribes in slavery… 
Slave culture in the U.S. was very different from slave culture in other places.  It 
was based on economics. Built this country off of slavery… I know here in the 
U.S., slavery with African Americans was a [more] brutal ritual than in other 
places as far as the treatment [of slaves]. They [U.S. government] viewed us as 
property. Just the idea that we were property… They did not see our [humanity] 
and lives as families. It was a lot of families that were separated, which still has 



 116 

affects of today. There were a lot of languages lost because of slavery here [U.S.]. 
People came here speaking a language and because everything was split up they 
had to learn a new one. The ideas of religion [influenced] slave cultures especially 
the teaching of slaves about Christianity.  

 

Angela’s conception about African Americans enslavement in the U.S. is similar to the 

explanations by Johnson and Smith (1998) that slavery in African and American societies 

were two distinct systems. Slavery in African societies involved more kindred 

configuration where the U.S. version encompassed the ideas of economics and a racial 

stratification in which African American’s humanity was lost (Frederickson, 1988, 2002; 

Jordan, 1974; Johnson & Smith, 1998).   

Although she used the axiom of  “Africans selling Africans”, Angela’s pre-

interpretation knowledge was influenced and constructed through collectively shared 

knowledge (Assmann, 1995, p. 130) that was facilitated through family traditions and 

stories. Collectively shared knowledge is counter knowledge that is gathered and 

reinforced through cultural formational rituals such as Angela’s annual involvement with 

family reunions. Angela mentioned much of her knowledge about African Americans 

came from the yearly family reunions where the family historians would recite the history 

of the family. Usually, the family reunion would be held at the plantation on which they 

believed their ancestors lived. She states,” this past year, my uncles (family historians) 

would tell us family stories that I think mirrored many experiences of African 

Americans.”  She continues to state that the histories “ were not the same as school 

history because they proceeded critiques to U.S. history.” Family reunions can be 

classified as culturally institutionalized societies (Assmann, 1995) where intimate 
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collective histories about African American history are reported. Her memory diverges 

from popular knowledge that locates the relationship between U.S. and global societies 

about slavery non-critically.   

Civil Rights Movement  
The Civil Rights Movement was another topic that was ambiguous and 

fragmented in preservice teachers cultural memories. Cynthia and Santiago are used as 

examples because despite their understanding that African Americans had a consistent 

fight throughout history for liberation and citizenship, they only identified the Civil 

Rights era as a strong symbolization of African American agency. In other words, 

Cynthia and Santiago did not associate African American resistance or self-determination 

with other historical periods. Cynthia illustrates this point by explaining, “After the 

emancipation proclamation the African American population tried to earn some rights but 

were not able, but Jim Crow laws and voting requirements continued to suppress African 

Americans, which sparked the Civil Rights Movement decades later.”  Santiago’s 

interpretation of Civil Rights and African American agency began with the NAACP and 

did not continue until the 1960s. He states, “There was a big gap between the [NCAAP], 

World War I, and World War II in terms of African Americans fighting for equality.” 

Santiago did acknowledge that organizations such as the NAACP were established to 

help fight for equality, but the real Civil Rights Movement began with the actions of Rosa 

Parks and Martin Luther King Jr.   

Cynthia and Santiago centered Civil Rights for African Americans as a fixed 

moment that only occurred at certain historical situations. These preserivce teachers 
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stated that they understood the consistent fight for equality for African Americans but 

Civil Rights and agency was embodied through the 1960s. This emphasis disregarded 

other important historical periods where African Americans attempted to fight and rise 

above oppression.  

 In sum, many of the preservice teachers recognize that their interpretations were 

ambiguous and fragmented. Amelia noted, “ Yea, I am embarrassed that I do not know 

more, but I know they were important for many different reasons. I guess my schooling 

taught me indirectly but not directly about the contributions of African Americans [to 

U.S. history].”  The rest of the preserivce teachers had similar sentiments regarding their 

knowledge about African American history. Amelia’s point regarding her “schooling” 

provides a commentary on how school and mainstream knowledge ignores or truncates 

African American history. The results as the preservice teachers have exemplified is a 

fragmented understanding of the historic contributions African Americans have made to 

U.S. culture.  

AFRICAN AMERICAN OPPRESSION AND SYSTEMIC INJUSTICES TOWARDS AFRICAN 
AMERICANS 

The hegemonic state 
Despite research that has indicated that many Social Studies teachers believe in 

the progressive and safe narratives concerning U.S. history (Barton & Levstik, 1998; 

Epstein, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Willis, 1996), the preservice teachers in this study 

displayed a more critical response towards America’s past. They all pronounced and 

understood that traditional histories located in textbooks and privileged in society are 
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limited and encapsulate narrow conceptions of the past. The preservice teachers 

understood that history is presented from a heterosexual white male perspective (Loewen, 

2007). Also, the preservice teachers understood that powerful groups have the authority 

to manufacture and silence history, which influences what knowledge is learned 

(Troullot, 1995) and often disregards epistemologies that do not fit within a certain 

philosophy. The preservice teachers believed that traditional U.S. historical narratives 

typically mirror society’s egregious treatment of African Americans (Dubois, 1935; 

Woodson, 1937). They concluded that the histories of African Americans were steeped in 

a long tradition of institutional hegemonic practices in the United States.  

The theme of powerful people and hegemonic institutions and policies resonated 

with the preservice teachers. As an example, Jason stated: 

Basically, it [U.S. history] is a story of strong and powerful people moving 
through this continent and bringing other people to work for them either as 
indentured servants or slaves. There has always been an oligarchy in every society 
where the rich and powerful control a few, this country is no different…  The 
Civil War did change arrangements politically, but it did not change too much, it 
[Governmental policies] was always about semantics. There still consist cycles of 
poverty because of the traditions of oppression.  

 

Jason’s interpretation focuses on how oppression is a natural strategy for privileged 

groups. He stopped short of arguing that the U.S. is guilty, especially in regards to race 

and racism and instead noted that race was one of the many determining factors in 

oppressive policies. He noted that class oppression is more influential because of the 

economic implications of society. 
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  Angela elaborated on Jason’s point by arguing that United States history 

represents justifications for oppression. She, however, believed that race plays a larger 

part in why African Americans were oppressed. She continued to provide a critical 

commentary about the way history is structured to ignore stories of oppression in schools: 

It [U.S. history] is all about expansion… They don’t tell the truth. It is so watered 
down. It is controversial… I feel that U.S. history has a lot to do with who is 
dominating the country. I think that is what we do here is take over things and we 
claim them as ours even when they belong to other people. We try to find a 
justification even if it is a lie.  

 

Andreas agreed with Angela’s points as he provided comments on how the “official” 

narratives mislead students into believing in the progression of U.S. history. Explaining 

the cycle of oppression in the United States, Andreas makes the point that “First, of all, 

there was a forced migration, there was slaves until 1860’s and then they were freed but 

they were not really freed. “He goes on to explain that traditional history paints “a picture 

that after emancipation the federal government helped African Americans attempt at full 

citizenship and equal rights with White people. The narratives fail to recognize the 

institutional forces that served as barriers for those goals.” What Andreas and Angela 

emphasize is an understanding that powerful groups with agendas manufacture history. 

These accepted forms of knowledge were mainstreamed and are considered to be neutral, 

therefore African American history becomes watered down and does not elicit a critical 

disposition towards U.S. history in schools.  Angela states that the strategy works because 

“ most people are not critical thinkers and are not taught to critically think, they accept 

U.S. history the way it is.”  
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Victimization as narrative  
   The preservice teachers’ understanding of hegemonic practices in U.S. history 

presented a problematic construction of the past. Their interpretations focused heavily on 

African Americans oppression by White historical actors and rarely highlighted African 

American agency. As stated earlier, Cynthia and Santiago emphasized the Civil Rights 

Movement  as the epitome of African American agency. The preservice teachers did not 

connect African American agency throughout history instead, the interpretations 

primarily centered on how African Americans were “victimized” through the will of 

dominant groups. “Victimized” narratives ignore resistance and self-determination; 

instead the narratives privileged stories of oppression of a powerful majority to the 

weaker minority (Beck, 2010; Pearson, 2007). Although, the histories may be accurate, 

the stories are not multifaceted, meaning that the memories of African American history 

are encapsulated in a paradigm that does not give them agency.  

 As an example of the victimization ideology, Cynthia stated, “African Americans 

could not get a break. They were not able to get voting rights until decades later, there 

were lynching, assignations, fire hoses, and de facto segregation. All those images are in 

my head.” All her comments involve how African Americans’ struggle for full citizen 

rights in the U.S. No comments mentioned how African Americans fought against those 

policies. Cynthia’s comment about the “images” in her head refers to Assmann’s figures 

of memory. These images are routinely displayed in classrooms and the public when 

speaking about African American history.  



 122 

 Santiago provides another example about victimization. When asked about his 

understanding of African Americans throughout history, he states, “ slavery and the slave 

trade, the three periods of the Klan, segregation. It is just White oppression.” Santiago 

explained that White oppression “did not allow African Americans a chance to vote and 

do other civic minded activities.” Andreas provides some insight to why African 

American victimization is highlighted, “ the only time we learn about African Americans 

are during times of struggle and we learn what was done to African Americans in the 

hands of White people and not what African Americans did to overcome.” In a sense, 

these narratives do not so much uncover oppression for social change but instead 

highlight deficiency and non-agency in African American culture and history.  

The preservice teachers knowledge about African American oppression made it 

difficult to conceptualize the group as a multifaceted group that were proactive and 

reacted to acts of oppressions. The preservice teachers’ fragmented cultural memories 

were void of African American differences in politics, ideologies, and educational levels. 

The figures of memory involving the institutions of slavery and acts of racial violence 

largely influenced the preservice teachers’ conceptions about African American history.  

Critical historical interpretations are important in developing a consciousness 

about institutional oppression because they encourage teachers to question traditional 

narratives of progress. Many of the preservice teachers remarked that they learned much 

about critical dispositions from Social Studies methods classes with professors who 

emphasized multiple viewpoints to history.  Without a substantial knowledge about 

African American history, however, preservice teachers can present problematic 
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narratives because the stories that favor African Americans as “victims” and agentless. 

Emphasizing critical knowledge about African Americans was not transformative and did 

not reconstruct memory of preservice teachers, instead the focus was more about the 

deficiencies in African American cultural and the ways they accepted their fate.     

AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY AS EMPOWERING, INSPIRATIONAL, AND PRACTICAL  
 Cynthia, Santiago, and Andreas also interpreted African American history as 

empowering, inspirational, and practical. Santiago proclaimed that African American 

history is a source of inspiration and empowerment for U.S. citizens because African 

Americans in history were “outstanding people achieving and overcoming obstacles.” 

Cynthia agreed stating that, “ Black history is representative of the American dream and 

it embodies the American spirit. [For] a people, to come out of such dire circumstances 

and now look at how much [African Americans] have achieved, it is an American story.” 

Cynthia continued to remark that African American history has influenced every part of 

our lives and is indicative of “ our [United States] struggles with race and our success in 

passing laws [and] to circumvent past racial aggressions.” She resumes, “Despite the 

odds and despite being hated and treated horrible [African Americans] can live, survive, 

and come out [of oppression] and make the country better.” In her view, the struggles that 

African Americans faced in the country helped strengthen policies and ideologies 

concerning race, which she noted was the United States’ most serious and dangerous 

issue.  Santiago agreed because he felt that African Americans, despite their troubled 

history [with race and oppression] now have the “opportunity to succeed, therefore, their 

story is empowering, inspiring, and is representative of American ideas of democracy.” 
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These teachers believed that democracy prevailed and African American history is 

representative of overcoming racial discrimination.  

The Civil Rights Movement  was the historical example given by Cynthia and 

Santiago as indicative of the American dream, where African Americans struggle and 

gained full citizenship. Although they understood that racism existed after the Civil 

Rights Movement , they felt that the Voting Rights Act, Bus boycotts, and the March on 

Washington were all influential in creating a new racial state in America. It was also 

representative of the American spirit to “fight” for freedom as Santiago elaborated, “ 

[Civil Rights] influenced whole communities and governments to do something.”  In a 

sense, these preserivce teachers saw a progressive African American history, one that is 

representative of the American story and overcoming struggle and succeeding to the 

American ideas of democracy (Barton & Levstik, 1998).   

Blueprint for undocumented residents 
Andreas noted that the Civil Rights Movement  was more about using the 

knowledge avaaible for practical purposes. Andreas believed that the Civil Rights 

Movement  is a blueprint to what he considered to be the new Civil Rights Movement s 

for undocumented immigrants.  “If they [African Americans] can achieve rights then we 

[undocumented immigrants] can do the same.” Andreas elaborated, “Latinos and 

undocumented immigrants should study more about African Americans during the Civil 

Rights Movement  [because] the grassroots efforts by persons to perform actions such as 

the sit-ins, protests, and marches are a framework for how undocumented immigrants can 

approach citizenship. It [Civil Rights Movement ] worked.” Andreas explained that he 
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believed that African Americans sacrifice not only for “their people but for all persons of 

color.” He expressed that the Civil Rights Movement  led by African Americans is part of 

the reason why he joined a University based social justice organization. He elaborates:  

The Civil Right movement did great things to establish full citizenship rights for 
African Americans and Chicanos. I believe that civil rights are still a problem. I 
believe that a big percentage of our population is being discriminated against and 
treated as second-class citizens especially immigrants or specifically 
undocumented immigrants. I see strategies used by MLK Jr and other Civil Rights 
activists as a guide for me and my organization to help undocumented citizens 
obtain [citizenship] rights.  

 

For Andreas, African American’s involvement in the Civil Rights Movement  was more 

than an intellectual admiration, the history served as something practical that could be 

applied to his own everyday life. The strategies borrowed from the Civil Rights 

Movement  used by his organization included protest marches to the state capital and 

singing Mexican protest songs. Even when his organization won a prestigious University 

wide award, he mentioned the struggles of the 1960s Civil Rights Movement  in his 

speech as a motivator for the organization.  

Although Santiago was less social justice oriented than Andreas, he did agree that 

the Latino community could benefit from using Civil Rights as an application to improve 

his own community. Santiago stated that the “Civil Right movement inspires me to 

impact my community.” He specified that the he felt voting was the quintessential duty 

for citizens and without a strong political presence their voice will not be heard 

collectively. He believed that African Americans achieved political success through 

voting, “ Civil Rights was largely about voting, voting is big for citizenship. The [Civil 
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Rights] movement had that type of impact and I want to have that type of impact in my 

[Latino] community.” 

 Cynthia, Santiago, and Andreas’ memory regarding African American Civil 

Rights Movement fall under what Assmann refers to as the mode of actuality. For 

example, Andreas related the contemporary condition of undocumented immigration in 

an effort to personalize his knowledge of the Civil Rights Movement . By doing so, he 

gave the movement its own relevance. His memory reconstructed the event to help with 

social justice issues in the present.  Through this reconstruction, he has conceptualized 

history as a mechanism to promote action. The narratives of Cynthia and Santiago are 

similar to Andreas, because the connection they saw with the movement related to 

identification with African Americans. The non-violent nature of the movement was a 

safe characterization that creates a positive identificatory memory (Assmann, 1995, p. 

130). This allowed a cultural connection to Cynthia and Santiago, who believed in non-

violence as the proper way to handle oppression.  

CONCLUSION 
 The pre-interpretation data indicate that the preservice teachers had an 

unambiguous and fragmented knowledge about African American history, understood the 

institutional oppression of African Americans in history, and saw the narrative as 

empowering/inspirational and practical for U.S. ideas of democracy. What is interesting 

about the data is how memory works in relations to identity. The narratives that were 

explained through the pre-interviews are all related to how the preservice teachers “see” 

themselves in relation to African Americans. Assmann (1995) relates this identity 
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through memory as the "the concretion of identity" or the relation to the group.  He states 

that  

Cultural memory preserves the store of knowledge from which a group derives 
an awareness of its unity and peculiarity. The objective manifestations of cultural 
memory are defined through a kind of identificatory determination in a positive 
("We are this") or in a negative ("That's our opposite") sense. (p.130) 

 

Memory is stronger through a need to identify. Assmann (1995) surmises that the  

“supply of knowledge is cultural memory [and] is characterized by a sharp distinction 

made between those who belong and those who do not” (p.130) what he calls the 

constitution of horizons.  

The concretion of identity are highlighted three distinctive ways. First, Cynthia 

and Amelia found difficulty relating to African American history through their 

fragmented memory. The two preservice teachers knew and understood that African 

Americans were important to the development of the U.S. but their failure to identify 

examples could be interpreted as a lack of knowledge. I contend that Cynthia and 

Amelia’s identities (White suburban females) are far removed from the historical 

identities of African American. It is difficult for them to relate to various narratives 

because the African American experiences are distinct from their lived realities. The 

memory becomes fragmented and ambiguous because of their distance from identity. 

Once there is a positive identificatory determination, like the Civil Rights Movement , the 

memory becomes more identifiable.  

 A second example included Jason’s global explanation of slavery and how there is 

a dissociative tone in his interpretation.  In order to be unified as an U.S. citizen, there 
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was a need to recognize and be aware of bad elements of collective history, such as 

slavery, however, there needed to be an excuse or a negative identificatory determination 

in the U.S. involvement in the institution of slavery. Jason’s comments about the 

institution of slavery as a global phenomenon distances the U.S. (therefore himself) from 

guilt is an example of this privilege to not identifying with immoral aspects of U.S. 

history. 

 Last, Andreas’ practical aspect of African American history is related to a positive 

and negative identificatory determination. Although, he identified as Mexican and an 

undocumented resident in the U.S., his identity as a person of color and the hegemonic 

racial state in which he lives became part of the mechanism of his memory. The 

awareness that African Americans and undocumented residents have been discriminated  

against gives Andreas a sense of purpose through knowledge. As a social justice oriented 

preserivce teacher, he understands knowledge not only as an intellectual exercise but as a 

mode for action. African American history and its fight for citizenship rights, served as a 

practical avenue to use history for liberation.     

All of the preservice teachers agreed to be part of this study to gain more 

knowledge regarding the histories of African Americans. In fact, they wanted to build a 

transformative pedagogy (Banks, 1993) to counter what Santiago complained as the 

“simplistic narratives of Martin Luther King’s dream and Rosa Park’s fatigue.” All of the 

particpants wanted their teaching to be more comprehensive because they understood that 

if taught properly, African American history could add to the richness of traditional 

history. They felt that mainstream history marginalized African Americans 
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accomplishments and teachers should be more involved to ensure in constructing the 

proper context is placed on African American history.  

Chapter 5 discusses the preservice teachers’ interpretations after reading, A 

Winding River. The reader influenced the preservice teachers racial literacy (Gainer, 

2004) and provided them with more knowledge about African American oppression. 

Despite this growth in critical forms of knowledge, there were instances in which a few 

preservice teachers would reinscribed traditional historical narratives. I refer to this 

process as re-colonizing knowledge. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the 

influence of A Winding River to knowledge construction.  
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Chapter 5: Post- interpretations of African American history: African 
Americans were more involved than I thought 

This chapter accounts for preservice teachers new knowledge about African 

American history after reading A Winding River, a collection of journal articles, book 

chapters, and primary source documents.  The purpose of the reader was to provide a 

transformative reading program to help preservice teachers gain knowledge on effective 

African American history.  The intent of the following section is to examine what 

knowledge was learned from the reader and how the preservice teachers interpreted that 

knowledge.  

This chapter explains preservice teachers’ new interpretations influenced by A 

Winding River. The data indicates that preservice teachers gained knowledge about race, 

African American oppression, and African American agency. A fourth theme emerged as 

preservice teachers struggled with complex or incomprehensible knowledge. In an effort 

to grasp new knowledge that countered previous memory, the preservice teachers created 

historical narratives that reinscribed Eurocentric perspectives in history, a process called 

recolonization.  

In addition, I note which reading material was most influential on the preservice 

teachers’ interpretations.  Before I explain the impact of A Winding River, I explain the 

preservice teachers various levels of engagements with the reader. This engagement 

influenced how knowledge was interpreted and used pedagogically.  

 LEVELS OF ENGAGEMENT WITH A WINDING RIVER 
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The following section describes preservice teachers’ levels of reading engagement of A 

Winding River. The level of reading engagement varied greatly across the preservice 

teachers. A few preservice teachers approached the readings and reflections in a highly 

engaged manner, reading a substantial portion of A Winding River and critically 

examined the texts. However, the majority of preservice teachers were less engaged and a 

few even resigned from the study. I have classified their level of engagement in four 

categories. The levels consist of reading engagement that was as followed: highly 

engaged participant, semi-engaged participant, passively engaged participant, and non-

responsive/resistant participant.  

The highly engaged participants are the preservice teachers that read all or the 

majority of A Winding River.  Their reflections were critical: they asked questions and 

critiqued the texts and teaching methods. The preservice teachers wrote detailed 

reflections that explained the process of learning the materials and the tensions between 

their previous knowledge and new knowledge. In addition, their post-interviews were 

interactive as their responses were related to readings in A Winding River and they were 

able to recite influential authors and passages/quotes from various texts. The participants 

also made sure to utilize a substantial amount of the reader’s content within lesson plans 

and classroom discussions. Preservice teachers who exemplified the highly engaged 

participants include Santiago and Cynthia. 

 The second category involved a preservice teacher who was considered semi-

engaged with A Winding River and its contents. These preservice teachers read three to 

four articles from A Winding River. The semi-engaged preservice teacher was selective in 
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reading the contents of A Winding River. The selectivity had to do with various interest 

levels on the topics and concern over knowledge relating to state mandated materials. 

Their reflections consisted of a few critical questions but mostly their writings referred to 

what they learned and their interpretations of the reading materials. The reflections did 

not engage in an interrogation between the new knowledge gained and previous 

knowledge. The participant did not use any resources from the reader for lesson plans or 

other classroom use. The preservice teacher who epitomized the semi-engaged participant 

is Amelia.  

 The third category consisted of passively engaged preservice particpants that read 

one to two articles from A Winding River. The articles used were directly related to a 

class the particpant thought he would teach. The readings were selective and were only 

geared towards the given topic of the day. This preservice teacher did not write any 

reflections. The preservice teacher who represented this model was Andreas.  

 The non-responsive/resistant participants were the preservice teachers that 

resigned or did not respond to any queries about their process. They did not read or 

reflect any of the content from A Winding River. The participants gave various reasons 

for exiting the study, from family hardships to family obligations that restricted their 

participation. One telling finding is that all of the elementary and middle school teachers 

resigned; one reason they cited was that they believed that the level of in-depth analysis 

of history was not needed to be able to teach about African American history to K-8 

students. In addition, many of the non-responsive/resistant preservcie teachers did not see  
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Table 3- Preservice teachers’ level of reading engagement 

Preservice teacher Level of engagement 

Amelia Semi-engaged 

Andreas Passively engaged 

Angela Non-responsive/participant 

Cynthia Highly engaged  

Denise Non-responsive/participant 

Jason Non-responsive/participant 

Santiago Highly engaged 

 
the alignment with accountability standards from A Winding River. The non-participants 

preservice teachers included Denise, Angela and Jason. 

Save for the non-responsive/resistant participants, the other preservice teachers 

interacted and interpreted the reading in intricate ways. According to the preservice 

teachers, the readings were informative and provided perspectives that were foreign to 

them. In fact, many were surprised and perplexed at the complexity and analysis that 

many of the readings provided. This section explicates the findings of how each 

preservice teacher interpreted the reading program, A Winding River, and how they came 

to understand narratives relating to African American history. 
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NEW KNOWLEDGE OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 
All of the preservice teachers remarked that A Winding River provided them with a vast 

amount of new knowledge that was neglected during their own schooling experiences. In 

fact, the remaining four preservice teachers stated that they were surprised at the depth of 

knowledge that each article and section provided African American history. Amelia 

acknowledged that she did not “realize how diverse and multifaceted African American 

history was to the building of the nation.” She continues, I was not expecting this much 

of history, it is so vast.” Cynthia agreed with Amelia’s assertion as she mentioned, 

“African Americans played a more significant role in the development of the country” 

than she realized. 

Cynthia and Amelia noted that the reading program strongly impacted their 

overall understanding about African American history. Amelia mentioned that her 

“mindset changed” as result of reading African American history. She mentioned that her 

pre assessment regarding African American history was based on:  

Ignorance but now I appreciate what African Americans have done in this 
country. Black history is an important part of United States history and it is a 
shame that is often tight casted with movements like slavery, the Civil War, and a 
few names like Harriet Tubman, MLK jr, and Malcolm X… Instead of ignorance, 
I know that there is a lot of [African American] history and my perspective has 
been changed.  
 

As an example of her shift in mindset, she gives the example of her notions regarding the 

term slave:  

After reading, I prefer to use the term enslaved to categorize African Americans 
in bondage.” I realize that persons were stolen from African countries and were 
forced to be slaves and not that slaves were taken from Africa, is a small yet 
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powerful notion that interferes with the ignorance about African American 
history. 

 

Andreas said that his knowledge was not much altered by the readings. He believed that 

much of U.S. history was about “oppression” and the readings reaffirmed his initial 

interpretations. He states, “ I knew that Whites did these things such as lynching and 

other acts to hold African Americans back, so no I was not surprised by much, mostly 

helped clarify some stories.” He mentioned that the clarifications were narratives written 

about the NAACP and by W.E.B. Dubois that gave him a greater understanding about 

African American agency.   

 Santiago believed he gained more knowledge and was now more comfortable 

teaching the subject to his students. Further, the reading program made him more 

conscious about where minorities fit within traditional narratives of U.S. history. By that 

he means that every time he hears or reads a historical account he asked the question, 

“where are all the African Americans during this time period?”   

 According to the data from interviews and reflections about the readings, the 

preservice teachers gained perspectives about African American history that is different 

from their initial knowledge about the subject. The following sections explain how 

preservice teachers interrogated and struggled with knowledge about African American 

history. The preservice teachers’ new interpretations falls within four categories: racial 

knowledge, revisiting African American oppression and racial violence, and recolonizing 

knowledge.  
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RACIAL KNOWLEDGE  
Many preservice teachers stated that the readings provided them with an enhanced 

understanding (for some uncomfortable) about the historical legacy of race and racism 

towards African Americans. The preservice teachers referred to the readings of Winthrop 

Jordan’s Whiteman’s burden, James Anderson’s Learning History in America, and 

Barbara Fields’ Slavery Race and Ideology in the United States of America as helpful in 

troubling past definitions about race and racism in America and providing them with a 

comprehensible racial knowledge. These preservice teachers confessed that their initial 

concept of race was too simplistic to be effective in teaching and learning about African 

American history. 

Cynthia and Santiago emphasized learning about race during their post 

interviews. Cynthia regarded her new racial knowledge as “a new and beneficial way” to 

examine her narrow definition about race and racism. She also felt that she would be 

“able to scrutinize U.S. history more critically.” She mentioned in her first reflection that: 

This project has forced me to challenge and consider topics that are both 
uncomfortable and foreign to me. Discussing race and racism in the context of 
African American history pushes me to examine their own beliefs and turn a 
critical eye toward our Nation’s history. 

  

Santiago agreed and confessed that the “readings made me confront [my] ignorance about 

race and how racial structures developed in the U.S.” These preservice teachers recalled 

that several readings helped them develop a racial knowledge (Goldberg, 1993) that will 

help them attempt to discuss race in more complicated terms. Preservice teachers were 

able to develop new knowledge that helped to reclassify their ideas around race and able 
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to understand the fluidity of racial constructions. For instance, Cynthia relied heavily on 

Barbara Fields’ (1990), Slavery Race and Ideology in the United States of America, as a 

guide to explain her thoughts about the concept. Cynthia describes that “race as an 

ideological construct was used as justification to maintain a certain hierarchy and status 

quo in American society.” She stated that in her reflection that, “Ideas about African 

Americans led to the sustainability of the institution of enslavement and other hegemonic 

U.S. governmental, economic, and social practices. Race was the catalyst for explaining 

why some groups were privileged and others as the natural underclass.” Cynthia never 

thought about race in those terms.  

She had an idea that race was the catalyst for an oppressive racial structure but did 

not think of race as an ideology. She did mention that although she understood race to be 

a construct she still was confused about race. Cynthia surmised, “Race is not real but it is 

real? That is confusing.” She admits that the reading my have created more questions 

than answers but she admits that she was more knowledgeable about race.   

Santiago had the same beliefs as Cynthia. He believed that race simply “is 

something that everyone has and shares, while racism would be the equivalence of 

intolerance.” Santiago had mentioned that he is unfamiliar with the various racial theories 

and histories of the U.S.  He states, “because of my Mexican heritage, I did not think 

about the U.S. being a racist state.” He was surprised that race was so embedded in 

society and “involved institutional practices” that have impeded the social and economic 

progress of African Americans. Santiago viewed the U.S. as a place of opportunity as 

exemplified through his family’s prosperity through advance educational study, hard 
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work, and dedication. Although the historical legacy of race and racism is an 

uncomfortable topic to discuss, Santiago feels as he can discuss race and racism in more 

complex terms:  

I feel that the readings that presented arguments about how race came about were 
the most difficult to get through... Despite my apprehension about my knowledge 
in the subject, I feel that I can explain in conversation that race is a concept that 
owes its development to history and how people perceive biological/hereditary 
differences. Also, racism is an ideology based on the belief that one race is 
inherently better than others. 

 

Similar to Cynthia, Santiago’s knowledge about race was conflicting. He stated that it 

was difficult to conceive his new definitions about race because of his past presumptions 

about the race and racism. He specifically that: 

The readings that presented argument about how race came about were the most 
difficult to get through. At times, I felt I had to think through a “chicken or the 
egg” debate that actually had a right answer…What made it hard for me to 
grapple with definitions to these two things (race as an ideology and racial 
history) are my past presumptions about race and racism. It may be simple and 
irrational now but in trying to define the two terms in the past, I may have only 
gone as far as saying that race is something that everyone has and shares, while 
racism would be the equivalence of tolerance. I think what makes these 
explanations most irrational are that they provide no historical basis or origin for 
the two concepts.  

  

He was embarrassed by his initial concepts regarding race and racism because he now 

understands that the concepts are more complex and if these narratives are to be taught in 

effective ways, contextualization is needed to show the legacy of race and racism in U.S. 

history.   

  Although, these preservice teachers conceptions about race were strengthened 

and succinct after reading, there was still trouble in grasping a holistic concept regarding 
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African American and racial history. For example, Cynthia was confident in her 

knowledge that race is an ideological construct but that clarity led to more questions 

about the reality of race. Like Santiago, race for Cynthia was simply identifiable through 

certain aesthetic characteristics of different persons based on skin colors, shades, and 

ethnic labels. Race as an ideological construct did not align with these previous notions. 

She did, however, try to understand the complexities and implications around identifying 

race as an ideological construct. She references Fields’ (1990) passage as her answer, 

“ideologies are real, but it does not follow that they are scientifically accurate, or that 

they provide an analysis of social relations that would make sense to anyone who does 

not take ritual part in those social relations.” The ideological framework in which race 

operate in her mind, is a memory that has been fixed but is currently being altered to fit a 

larger meaning of the experiences of African Americans in the U.S.  

Cynthia along with Santiago stated that they have a better appreciation regarding 

race and how it has influenced African American in history. Before A Winding River, 

both preservice teachers thought that race was a reality, but only in terms of small acts of 

transgressions and individual prejudices. Since the reading program their notions about 

race has grown and they now understand race as a systemic factor and barrier to African 

American experiences in the U.S. Simply put, Santiago and Cynthia’s knowledge moved 

from a simplistic to more complex understanding of race/racism in U. S. history 
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AFRICAN AMERICAN OPPRESSION AND RACIAL VIOLENCE 
  A concurrent theme between the prior and post knowledge interviews was 

preservice teachers notions about African American oppression. After the reading 

program was complete, the concept of racial violence added to some preservice teachers’ 

knowledge about African American oppression. Some of the preservice teachers were 

enamored with the amount of racial violence that occurred throughout history and were 

fascinated by stories that focused on violence towards African Americans. The findings 

indicate that there was little change in the memory of African Americans being 

victimized by White oppressors. Two preservice teachers, Amelia and Cynthia, focused 

heavily on African American oppression and violence and detailed acts of resistance and 

agency by African Americans were largely ignored.    

 As one example, Amelia summed up African American history through a history 

of suffering. She stated in her post-interview that:  

People taken from different tribes in Africa…taken, sold, bartered, and forces to 
come to the Americas under harsh circumstances…And then there was 
enslavement… terrible situation and terrible upbringing but they manage to come 
to prominence with their knowledge and desire to change things. 

 

Amelia understood how African Americans came to suffer through many events and 

restrictive governances and although she noted that there has been some agency to 

improve the conditions of African Americans by African Americans her responses were 

similar to her responses during her pre-knowledge interview which were ambiguous and 

she could not give any specifics or examples from the reading program.  
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She could, however, explicitly state the amount of knowledge she gained about 

slavery and middle passage in her reading of Slavery by Brenda Stevenson. Although 

Stevenson mentioned acts of agency by African American women in her article, Amelia 

focused mainly on the suffering components of African American women.  She found the 

middle passage to be intriguing because: 

It [narratives of the middle passage] outlined the [real] Black experience during 
the transatlantic slave trade. This is not what is taught in White high schools. 
Most of the White schools do not want to talk about what is real in history. This 
section made me want to talk about. I enjoyed reading this because my schooling 
experiences neglected to teach me about these things. I have seen pictures with all 
the bodies and such but I have never read anything this much in-depth.  

 

In many ways, Amelia’s excitement is predicated on her limited school and academic 

knowledge about slavery and the Middle Passage. Amelia is a self-proclaimed feminist 

who in her own words, “looks for the various ways historical underserved populations are 

abused in society through history,” and because of that she focused heavily on the 

brutality towards African Americans and ignored acts of resistance that was present 

throughout the Stevenson’s article.  

Amelia did not have a solid understanding about African American history and A 

Winding River became the prominent cultural formation about her ideas about African 

American life during the middle passage and slavery.  Assmann (1995) stated that this 

frame of reference is the mode of potentiality, which states that a cultural formation, in 

this case the reading program, serves as the most important mnemonic devise to her 

knowledge base. Amelia’s interpretation was atonement for her missing memory about 

African American history.  
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 Cynthia confessed that the violence in U.S. history intrigued her because she did 

not realize that race relations and violence were interconnected.  She stated “African 

American history is more violent than I was aware. I did not know that lynching was so 

common in U.S. society.” She relied on Paul Gilje’s book chapter “ The Tragedy of 

Race” and James SoRelle’s “ the Waco Horror” as guides to discuss racial violence. The 

two pieces detailed the trajectory of racial violence and its effects to the social, economic, 

and political progress of African Americans in U.S. history. Cynthia was vaguely familiar 

with the history of violence involving African Americans and White Americans. The 

book chapter by Gijie (1999) expanded her perspective on the extent in which they took 

place and the brutality of the incidents. She was extremely surprised that racial violence 

was a national issue and was conducted by average people not just extremist groups such 

as the Klu Klux Klan. She interpreted these incidents as the most serious problems of 

race relations amongst American citizens. Cynthia points out: 

How can one fully understand U.S. history if we leave out the violence and 
struggle of the people that lasted almost one hundred years? I understand that it 
can be easy to move from slavery straight to the Civil Rights Movement , 
skipping over this unpleasant and shameful period but we are doing our citizens a 
disorder by not letting them in on the secret that is our past. Furthermore, we are 
dishonoring those that died fighting for and defending the rights that we so freely 
enjoy.  

 

 Cynthia was one of the preservice teachers who had major reservations towards teaching 

African American history in the classroom because she did not have the knowledge to 

explore certain issues dealing with history and African Americans. Her quote shows her 

growth in understanding the importance in approaching critical African American history 
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in classrooms. Along with her growth in knowledge on race and racism, Cynthia’s 

interaction with transformative academic knowledge is influencing her to explore more 

into African American history.  

RE-COLONIZING AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 
 Last, an important finding regarding the interpretation of African American 

history involves how two preservice teachers re-colonized the knowledge presented in A 

Winding River. A Winding River consists of narratives that were compounded to present 

transformative knowledge that counters traditional historical accounts found in Social 

Studies/history textbooks and curriculum standards. Normalized notions of history in U. 

S. schools have disregarded the epistemologies and unique experiences of African 

Americans. When African Americans are present, their narratives are normalized within 

the paradigm of Eurocentrism, essentially colonizing aspects of African American history 

to coincide with Eurocentric narratives and epistemologies. Two preservice teachers, 

Amelia and Cynthia, through their readings of A Winding River came to re-colonize 

African American history.  

Re-Colonizing knowledge in this sense refers to how preservice teachers 

neglected and resisted critical historical accounts about African American history in favor 

of more sanitized narratives involving White historical characters. The interpretations of 

the knowledge altered the meanings and disregarded African American epistemologies 

and other meanings conveyed by the authors of A Winding River. Instead, many of the 

preservice teachers invoked a sort of revisionist history that included White saviors.  
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 Take for instance, Amelia’s interpretation of Black women’s history and their 

involvement with slavery. The texts that were influential to her interpretations were 

Angela Davis’ (1972), Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the Community of 

Slaves, Diana Berry’s (1998) She do a heap of work: female slave labor on Glynn County 

rice and cotton plantations, and Barbara Stevenson’s (1993) encyclopedia article, 

Slavery. As stated before, Amelia was intrigued by the history of African American 

women as slaves. She paid close attention to the various ways African American women 

were being abused and mistreated, while ignoring many of their acts of resistance. She 

noted,  

More attention should be placed on the trials and tribulations of Black women 
during slavery. I believe the experiences of black women during slavery were 
more horrendous than the experiences of Black male slaves. If you look at how 
families were separated, field and house work responsibilities of women; gender 
hierarchies in slave societies, and rape along with other egregious sexual acts on 
black women as terrible aspects of black women’s experiences during 
enslavement.  

 

One telling finding from her interpretation is her belief that Black women during 

enslavement were treated better by White women than by White and Black men. She 

stated,  

Black and White women had a bond during this time period. Both shared the 
identity as women. If we look at the examples of White women helping Black 
women read and do other things, we see closeness. I think more White women 
would have helped if the social dynamics were not the way they were. 

 

When pressed to explain her interpretation of the readings, she reiterated that both 

African American and White men abused African American women sexually during 
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slavery. The hierarchy and power dynamics of slave society reaffirmed gender 

inequalities between African American men and women. The only person that understood 

the plight of African American women during slavery was a White woman. Amelia stated 

that because of their connection as women, their bond was stronger and more organic 

than with African American men, who had other issues as slave men.  

When asked about where her conceptions about White women and African 

American women during slavery originates, she mentioned, “I learned in one of my 

women feminist classes.” Although the specific readings did not go into detail about 

White and African American women relationship, there was no indication from the 

readings that African American men treated African American women poorly or that the 

relationship between White women were favorable.  

Amelia’s knowledge about relationships between White and African American 

women was not neutral as she approached the readings. Amelia’s memory of African 

American women during slavery has been dominated by acts of abuse by men. The 

readings gave no indication of African American men abusing African American females 

but based on previous interviews with Amelia, her unfamiliarity and uncertainly about 

Black men could have had an influence in her creating a narrative that vilified African 

American men. Assmann (1995) noted that these contemporary constructions that get 

embedded with the knowledge paradigm of a person is called the modes of actuality. 

Modes of actuality are a subset of how cultural memory is created and reinforced. When 

contemporary contexts such as Amelia’s attitude towards African American men interact 

with objectified meanings such as the narratives of African American women slaves, then 
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the meaning is given its own perspective and relevance by the person consuming the 

cultural formation.  

    Another example of re-colonizing knowledge and the modes of actuality involved 

Cynthia’s interpretation of Alan Locke’s New Negro, a book chapter about the innovative 

and creative spirit of African Americans during the 1920’s (Harlem Renaissance), 

recolonized the African American historical knowledge by relating a privileged 

“Whiteness” stance as a salient theme in her reflection: 

While he (Locke) continued to talk of the “new negro” versus the “old negro” to 
me it seems as though the only person who had changed was the white man. It is 
highly unlikely that an entire race all of sudden became sophisticated, artistic, and 
educated. It seems more realistic that the binds of racism have been lifted and for 
the first time the Caucasian race as a whole can freely see others as equal and 
believe that they deserve freedom and equality. 

 

Cynthia was disconnected with what is conceptualized as authentic African American 

experiences and the reality of the historical event. Her memory was based on school and 

mainstream academic knowledge of African Americans in history was that African 

Americans were enslaved and then freed sometime after the Civil War. Although 

freedom was eventually extended, African Americans faced hardship through racism and 

racial violence. The timing of the New Negro did reconstruct the narratives Cynthia had 

regarding racial history but the only explanation she could give was that it must have 

been Whites that opened their hands and hearts to allow African Americans the privileges 

of sophistication. Cynthia’s encounter with the program of work was a process of 

identification and providing historical relevance. She did not identify with the African 

American narratives presented; instead she searched for ways to identify with white 
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historical characters of the past. The idea of the realist nature of the “Caucasian race 

lifting the binds of racism” is directly related to Assmann’s modes of actuality in that 

Cynthia hopes for a raceless and colorblind society that was permeated in her reading of 

The New Negro. Her negotiation with the cultural mnemonic program of work provided 

her own perception of race relations that consequently coincided with her desire for racial 

equality in the present.  

To be clear, the mode of actuality in cultural memory is aligned with the capacity 

to reconstruct and negotiate meaning of a topic. Cultural memory is consistently re-

forming because it is relating to various interactions between knowledge held in actual 

and contemporary situations (Assmann, 1995). Key to memory is the aspect of how one’s 

socio-historical realities and new knowledge converges to create a new narrative whose 

aims are to understand and construct a historical reality for new knowledge. What 

Assmann (1995) does not account for is the ways in which new knowledge can be 

colonized, losing the original meaning and purpose. The preservice teachers in the study 

did not simple align new knowledge with old or situate knowledge in the contemporary.  

Rather, they took the meaning given and re-colonized the knowledge to fit within the 

Euro-centric framework that makes the knowledge comfortable to their frame of mind.   

SUMMARY OF PRE- AND POST INTERPRETATIONS ABOUT AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 
Prior to reading A Winding River, three themes surfaced from preservice teachers’ 

interpretations about African American history: ambiguous and fragmented memory, 

African American oppression, and inspiration and empowering stories of democracy. 

These themes represent how preservice teachers connected knowledge displayed through 
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traditional artifacts of cultural memory, which informs knowledge that is perpetrated, by 

mainstream, school, popular, and academic forms of knowledge (Banks, 1993). Cultural 

memory influences knowledge of African American history through the use of traditional 

Social Studies textbooks, curriculum, and media.  

 Sociocultural influences and dispositions also influenced how African American 

history was interpreted. Andreas and Angela were the only two preservice teachers that 

stated that mainstream academic knowledge did not inform their critical dispositions 

regarding African American history. Most of their knowledge derived from families that 

recognized hegemonic practices through U.S. policies. Andrea’s critical discourse 

regarding U.S. history as an oppressive state was exemplified through the power 

dynamics he understood as influencing inequitable policies regarding citizenship of 

undocumented immigration.  

   Jason, Cynthia, Santiago, and Amelia professed that although they understood 

inequity and racism, the teacher education experience through assignments focusing on 

critical interpretation of history of James Loewen (2007) and Ronald Takaki (1993), 

influenced their knowledge, which exhibited some aspects of transformative academic 

knowledge. Preservice teachers understood as Banks (1993) did that transformative 

academic knowledge requires that learners and teachers recognize that knowledge is not 

neutral and that it is informed through racial, ethnic, and cultural experiences. They also 

understood that written history is a source of power that involves manufacturing history 

(Trouillot, 1995) that favors the dominant group’s narrative. Understanding that historical 

knowledge is influenced and reflected through “power and social relations of society” 
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(Banks, 1993, p. 9) helps preservice teachers identify (or at least understand) deficient 

views of history which allows openness and influence of knowledge of divergent 

perspectives in history.   

The influences of A Winding River to preservice teachers knowledge was mixed. 

Fragmented knowledge continued as only one preservice teacher, Andreas, could identify 

how African Americans were nation builders. In fact, instead of understanding how 

African Americans were important, many of the preservice teachers focused on how 

African Americans were constructed or identified as problems to American democracy. 

The narratives about racial violence served as a catalyst for preservice teachers to realize 

egregious acts of history but these acts provided problems and ugly history that did not 

directly influence nation building through economic, political, and social means. The 

preservice teachers learned about the ubiquitousness of racial violence, but these 

narratives did not coincide with their knowledge concerning African Americans agency 

in the face of oppression. 

 Despite the lack of recognition of nation building and agency, the experiences of 

the preservice teachers reading A Winding River was positive in that it helped preservice 

teachers gain more knowledge around race and racism. Their interpretations about race 

helped them understand that African Americans’ progression was consistently stunted 

through systemic racial institutions devised to maintain a hierarchy of power. 

Understanding the dynamics of race is important because African Americans’ place in 

history was not viewed as something naturally deficient but one that involved barriers to 

every aspect of citizenship.  
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African American oppression was the only consistent theme elicited throughout 

the pre-and post-interpretation data. Preservice teachers’ knowledge about oppression 

increased, as notions regarding racial violence were prevalent constructs to understand 

America’s racist past.  The preservice teachers constructed a victimization narrative that 

was void of African American agency. This construct is problematic because it does not 

present African Americans as strong historical characters. Instead, African Americans are 

seen as weak and gullible. The focus on oppression is meant for preservice teachers to 

understand the institutional ways in which race still operates in contemporary society. 

The construction of victimization lends itself to an interpretation of a White Man’s 

burden by highlighting White saviors as historical actors with agency and African 

American historical actors as non-responsive and naive.    

The most telling theme that emerged included how two preservice teachers, 

Cynthia and Amelia, re-colonized African American history that was incomplete or 

difficult to comprehend. Cynthia and Amelia’s interpretations encompassed a Eurocentric 

framework that was counter to the narratives presented in A Winding River. Re-

colonizing knowledge situates new knowledge that present narratives that do not elicit 

transformative academic knowledge. Re-colonized is an important construct because 

these interpretations can be presented through classroom pedagogy and reinscribe 

traditional history narratives.  

A Winding River provided preservice teachers with new knowledge that can be 

described as transformative academic knowledge. Depending on the preservice teacher’s 

dispositions and experiences, many interpretations went counter to traditional narratives, 
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while others created new narratives that re-inscribed limited perspectives and 

disregarding African Americans’ point of views. These details were important to the 

ways preservice teachers presented knowledge in their classrooms. However, many of the 

preservice teachers made a concerted effort to present transformative history pedagogies 

about African Americans. The readings about race influenced the preservice teachers’ 

focus heavily on the constructs of race as a pedagogy tool to teach African American 

history. Chapter 6 explains how the preservice teachers used their knowledge about race 

to teach the history of African Americans.  
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Chapter 6: Teaching African American history 

PEDAGOGICAL CONCERNS TEACHING ABOUT AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 
 

This chapter describes the curricular and instructional methods that preservice 

teachers used in their approach to teaching African American history. According to the 

preservice teachers, A Winding River’s content helped develop a racial knowledge base 

that gave them a sense of confidence to provide a transformative and critical African 

American history in the classroom. The preservice teachers utilized the construct of race 

to teach about African American history. They viewed race as the underlying factor that 

has influenced African American history and felt that teaching about racial ideologies 

would provide a more holistic understanding about African Americans. Thematic lessons 

were constructed to discuss the implications of race to the construction of the African 

American throughout history.  

I start the chapter by describing what preservice teachers believed were major 

concerns about teaching African American history. These concerns helped provide a 

context for how preservice teachers believed that African American history teaching 

should be approached. Second, I describe the general approach of the preservice teachers 

in regards to teaching African American history. Third, I examine the preservice teachers 

approach to teaching about African Americans and citizenship. Specifically, I focus on 

Andreas, Amelia, and Santiago’s lessons about how race was influential in constructing 

African American second-class citizenship. Fourth, I focused on Cynthia and Santiago’s 

lessons on the construction of race using the Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson as a 
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case study to speak about the complexities of racial identity. Fifth, I examined how the 

effects of race influenced racial violence, specifically looking at the development of a 

lynching culture in the U.S. Last, I summarized how the preservice teachers lessons 

influenced transformative teaching. 

MAJOR CONCERNS TEACHING AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 
The preservice teachers noted many concerns about being able to implement 

critical interpretations of African American history in their classrooms. Amelia, 

specifically, identified several structural concerns such as effective teaching resources, 

time constraints, and accountability pressures as barriers for implementing a critical 

African American history in classrooms. She stated, “ I believe that this [teaching African 

American history] is important but the reality is counter stories are difficult to infuse into 

an already jam pack curriculum.” Andreas surmised, “ I will have to create so many 

sources to be able to teach what I want to teach about African Americans; right now these 

resources are not that good.” Despite A Winding River’s alignment with the state 

standards and the inclusion of primary source documents, the pre-service teachers felt 

that configuring an African American history curriculum would deviate too much from 

teaching test specific content. 

The reader was constructed not as a separate entity but as a cultural memory 

device that provides a nexus for accountability standards and critical historical 

knowledge. Amelia’s comments are representative of an entrenched ideology that 

separates what is seen as legitimate knowledge (traditional history) and peripheral 

knowledge (African American history). This philosophy is closely related to Assmann’s 
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(1995) concept of the figures of memory, which recognizes that memory is presumed to 

be a fixed entity in a person’s mind. Cultural formations help to create memory which 

becomes fixed as other similar cultural formations help solidify the narrative. Although A 

Winding River’s contents resembled the accountability standards of the state, the fact the 

subject is considered a peripheral subject of history makes it difficult to align with the 

offered texts.  

The preservice teachers also had concerns about critically teaching African 

American history because of the emotionally charged topics that may cause painful 

memories, anger, and angst among students, especially African American students. 

Cynthia stated that her learning curve was so steep about race and racism that she was 

afraid to misspeak and hurt student’s feelings. She mentions, “ Well, I am learning this 

stuff too, so what if I am politically incorrect with words [when teaching African 

American history]. Will I offend my Black students?”  It was believed by the preservice 

teachers that some critical knowledge about African American history represented topics 

that would be too difficult, sensitive, and controversial to learn in a high school public 

school setting.  

There was an overwhelming concern and fear of civil unrest in the classroom. 

There was also fear that parents, who fiercely disapprove of teaching topics such as 

racism and oppression, would protest the preservice teacher because of the controversial 

status of race and its controversial status. Santiago jokingly surmised that: 

I think the biggest thing in teaching African American history critically is keeping 
the conversations civil. I just have this fear that one day all the black kids are 
going be saying, “your ancestors did this, and all the white kids will say,” we had 
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nothing to do with it. A fight might break out, and then parents will be upset, and 
I will be in trouble for causing problems in an academic setting.  

 

The fear of contention and strife between White and Black children over history is a 

familiar construct that has been highlighted by researchers of why certain topics such as 

racism are not to be discussed, particularly in schools and classroom settings (Epstein, 

2009; Tatum, 2003). The consistent focus on the bad elements regarding historical actors 

in oppressive situations in African American history would create tensions between 

Black and White students and disunite ideas of American democracy (Schlesinger, 1998). 

Proponents of Eurocentric traditional U.S. history argue that divisive histories encourage 

African Americans to have a disloyal disposition to the United States or, worst, hatred 

towards White people (Schlesinger, 1998). In addition, narratives that focus on 

oppression are unfair to and force White students to feel guilty towards egregious 

historical situations.  

 Andreas had an opposing viewpoint about teaching African American history. 

African American history, in his opinion, is an important genre to be taught and he 

believed no issue was too controversial of a historic topic to teach in his classrooms. 

Andreas passionately stated that: 

I do not see a problem. I think it should be mentioned. This is not the time to not 
tell about all the bad stuff. I say no, you [the United States] fucked up! Something 
bad, we can learn from it and not repeat it again. We learn from the Holocaust and 
we have to realize that we did it too. I know it is bad and [students] may tell 
[their] parents. Parents may comment on why did I tell their kid that, and I would 
respond that it already happened! Yes, it happened and it happened the why I am 
telling them. It is a history course! I know I am not only going to tell them the 
good parts but also the bad parts of history. Students can learn much from that and 
from the good parts. 
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Andreas was an outspoken opponent to marginalized history and believed that oppression 

and violence should be a focal point of African American historical study. He promoted 

learning controversial histories. He stated that these histories could have a positive effect 

on student learning, especially students of color who do not see similar images of 

themselves in traditional textbooks and narratives. 

Ideas about how to approach African American history   
 The preservice teachers reiterated that they gained much knowledge through A 

Winding River, and began to think about creating a curriculum and teaching African 

American history differently than traditional ways, which focus content largely on facts. 

In speaking with the preservice teachers about pedagogies of African American history, 

they emphasized three important ideas that teachers need to approach when constructing 

lessons: racial knowledge, transformative teaching resources, and content knowledge of 

the history. 

First, ideologies of race and African American history are intricately linked. 

Andreas mentioned that “understanding how race operated in society gives the teacher a 

strong knowledge base regarding how African Americans were treated in this country.” 

Being able to comprehend race and race relations in the U.S. is a prerequisite to being 

able to approach African American history in an informed and intellectual manner. Racial 

knowledge is important to the preservice teachers because it gives them a stronger and 

more holistic understanding of African American history by centering how institutions 

affected historical moments.  
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Second, critical teaching resources are needed in order to teach African American 

history appropriately. Traditional resources provided by local schools do not necessarily 

lend themselves to critical history. Resources, therefore, had to be researched or created 

by the preservice teachers. Cynthia stated that, “ I had to use resources from class 

[teacher education class] and from the reader because to teach in this manner [critical] 

deserved more instructional tools than what we have.” The preservice teachers 

understood that to be constructivist, they would require some primary resources that 

spoke to the lived experiences of African Americans. Being able to locate reliable 

Internet sources was important for creating curriculum for their students.   

 Third, the metanarrative of U.S. history makes teaching African American 

history difficult because the curriculum is structured to include African Americans in 

certain historical spaces. To integrate African American history within the master 

narrative of U.S. history, the preservice teachers stressed that they will need to have a 

strong knowledge base of history. The preservice teachers believed that the challenge was 

trying to infuse narratives concerning African American history throughout history and 

not in the three pods that traditional African American history is located, which are 

slavery, reconstruction, and Civil Rights (Ladson-Billing, 2003).  

 The preservice teachers’ notions of effective African American history were 

inconsistent throughout classroom observations, however. Racial knowledge was the only 

consistent theme amongst the preservice teachers. Some preservice teachers, such as, 

Santiago and Cynthia, utilized resources from A Winding River to fill in the gaps about 

African American history.  Andreas and Amelia rarely used any of the resources from the 
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readers and typically relied on the school’s resources or developed their own sources 

through Internet searches. Finally, the preservice teachers did not interwine African 

American history within traditional U.S narratives. Although there was a conscious effort 

to teach thematically, I did not observe any lessons that were not “traditional” African 

American history lessons. In other words, as the preservice teachers taught, the only time 

African Americans were brought up in the discourse was when the history specifically 

referred to African Americans. In short, African American history was a separate 

narrative and was not combined with the metanarrative. The following sections detail 

how the preservice teachers utilized the ideology of Race as pedagogy for teaching 

African American history. 

GENERAL APPROACH TO CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTION OF AFRICAN AMERICAN 
HISTORY 

Although Andreas was a staunch supporter of providing critical analysis of 

African American history and expressing the “bad” parts of history, especially narratives 

about the unfair and inequitable ways minorities were treated, he only devoted one day 

during the school semester to teaching about African Americans. He crammed three 

highly detailed topics in a 40-minute lesson, which focused on lynching, Washington vs. 

Dubois debate, and ideas of citizenship. He utilized the NAACP book chapter from A 

Winding River as a resource for his students. The lesson consisted of a short lecture and 

discussion on citizenship, quickly highlighted the ideologies of W.E.B Dubois and 

Booker T. Washington. Andreas’ ideas regarding citizenship and African Americans will 
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be highlighted because his discussion focused on race as being an important factor in the 

citizenship decisions of the nation state.   

Amelia taught three lessons devoted to African American history. Her first two 

lessons were taught during her U.S. history class and one was taught during her World 

Geography class. The two topics in the U.S. history class concerned the institution of 

slavery and the Constitution, with an emphasis on the three-fifths clause. The World 

Geography class focused on African American migration in the United States during the 

early to mid twentieth century, commonly known as the Great Migration. Instructional 

strategies consisted of student grouping, document-based questions, and class discussions 

around the morality of institutions and citizens and the acts of dehumanization of African 

Americans throughout history. She decided not to use any resources from the reader, 

instead focusing on school resources and her own research to help teach the history and 

concepts. Amelia’s Constitution lesson was the only lesson that contained heavy input 

into the racial characteristics of the U.S and will be highlighted below. The other lessons 

were truncated class periods that did not provide any substantive knowledge about 

African American history.  

Santiago and Cynthia both taught in the same school and department, so their 

approach to teaching African American history was similar, with units that focused on the 

turn of the 20th century and race relations between White and Black people. Both pre-

service teachers devoted two class sessions a week to teaching these topics and felt that 

they did not have substantial time to provide in-depth analysis of such a complex and 

precarious historical time period.  Santiago’s lessons were entitled “ The World of Jim 
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Crow” and Cynthia lessons were titled “Plessy, Jim Crow, Lynching & the Education 

debate. The lessons detailed elements of racial violence, African American agency, 

equality, education, and social justice.  

Cynthia and Santiago utilized some of the materials from the reader including the 

Atlanta Compromise speech by Booker T. Washington, The Souls of Black Folk by 

W.E.B. Dubois, The Red Record by Ida B. Wells, the Plessy vs. Ferguson primary source 

documents, and lynching pictures. Santiago’s instructional methods included lectures, 

discussion through Socratic Seminar, and historical thinking. Cynthia taught through 

short lectures, document based questions, and historical thinking. Santiago’s primary goal 

was to insist that his students fully understand how White America prevented the social 

advancement of African Americans and how African Americans responded to those 

actions. Cynthia wanted her students to get a foundation for thinking differently about 

race and to understand that racial violence was a “real” thing that occurred throughout the 

20th century. Santiago was the most effective teacher. His lessons on citizenship, Plessy v. 

Ferguson, and racial violence were all race-centered and will be discussed more 

thoroughly later. Cynthia’s lessons on Plessy v. Ferguson and lynching will be 

highlighted as important lessons on the ideology of race.  

The preservice teachers attempted to teach African American history thematically 

by focusing on the issue of race as the overwhelming factor in the historical experiences 

of African Americans and race. The influence of A Winding River helped increase their 

knowledge about race. Cynthia stated, “I had concerns and I still have concerns about 

[teaching] race, but the students need to know this.” The preservice teachers’ racial 
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knowledge, gained through the racial and theoretical section of the reader, was the 

driving force in their construction of topics regarding African American history. The 

preservice teachers attempted an instructional model that places the topic of race as an 

important ideological construct when teaching African American history. These topics 

are citizenship, Plessy v. Ferguson, and racial violence.  

TEACHING ABOUT AFRICAN AMERICANS AS RACIALIZED CITIZENS 
 

 Santiago, Andreas, and Amelia taught lessons that focused on the nexus of race 

and citizenship. Since U.S. history classes and the Social Studies profession are heavily 

invested in civics and citizenship education, these pre-service teachers found it 

appropriate to provide a critical analysis regarding the pristine ideas of citizenship in the 

U.S. and its relationship towards African Americans. Santiago, Andreas, and Amelia 

sought to emphasize that U.S. ideas regarding race were the catalyst to deny and to 

inhibit African Americans extension to full citizenship even after African Americans 

were constitutionally regarded as freemen (Brown, Crowley, & King, 2011; Ladson-

Billings, 2004). These preservice teachers understood that traditional Social Studies and 

history curriculum focused on progressiveness and the nuanced ways that the Declaration 

of Independence and the Constitution exhibited democracy. Their main goal was to 

challenge and critique these works in relation to African American history and the 

struggles to expand basic citizenship rights.    

Santiago, Andreas, and Amelia helped their students understand how citizenship 

was constructed in the U.S and, consequently helped show how citizenship justified 
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White hegemony and racial stratification. A key component to this strategy was to 

underscore how African Americans were racialized as second-class citizens. 

Racialization is borrowed from Omi and Winant’s (1994) notion of racial formation, 

which explains the discursive ways, both cultural and political, in which racial identity is 

constructed and becomes an identifier for a group of people of similar cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds. Racial identity becomes normalized and static. Persons closely aligned with 

certain racial myths are affixed and subjugated to those racial meanings (Omi & Winant, 

1994).   

Amelia, Andreas, and Santiago believed that the Constitution set strict guidelines 

for citizenship, which not only disenfranchised African Americans, who were seen as 

inferior, but poor White men without property, women, and Native Americans. 

Throughout history, however, the “equation of whiteness,” which made whiteness a 

prerequisite for citizenship and identified civic acts as the proof of whiteness, (Gross, 

2008, p. 295) became the dominant construction of full citizenship in the U.S.  In this 

case, full citizenship in the U.S. systemically tied racial and ethnic identification to how 

close or how distant these groups were to the ideas of Whiteness (Gross, 2008; Lipsitz, 

1999; Omi & Winant, 1994). This shift of ideology, or convergence of interest, allowed 

poor Whites, White ethnic groups, Japanese, and even Mexicans to align and identify 

with elite Whites. This ideological construct also created disengagement and disloyalty 

with African Americans who shared social, political, and economic grievances with said 

groups (Guinier, 2004). The U.S. systemically constructed African Americans as 

racialized citizens, the distinct opposite of White, which was regarded as the proper 
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representation of U.S. citizenry. In short, whiteness was the most salient characteristic for 

individual full citizenship rights in the U.S. 

Andreas provided examples of how Whiteness and Blackness were binaries to the 

ideas of full citizenship. His argument centered on how black skin became synonymous 

with second-class citizenship. Andreas explained in class that:  

There needed to be a justification for slavery, Jim Crow laws, and lynching. The 
solution was to continue to paint African Americans as bad people, not deserving 
of full citizenship. In fact, once African Americans were free, some institutions 
[jobs] continued to perpetrate the same level of slave mentality, such as 
sharecropping. Although there were poor Whites that struggled as well, they were 
given and expected preference over African Americans for the same types of jobs. 
In fact, the Constitution did not apply to African Americans as they were still 
looked at as slaves, or at least not full citizens.   

 

Andreas’ analysis identified the U.S. as a racial state (Goldberg, 1993; Omi & Winant, 

1994), which defines how race influences how the nation- state operates. Race is not 

neutral in nation-state politics, but is a mechanism that drives discrimination through 

various social, political, and economic sites. Andreas also mentions that the racialization 

of African Americans was used as a strategy to limit their citizenship, as well as to 

uphold Whiteness as the standard of civic virtue. Andreas made an argument that Black 

skin was an automatic identifier for second-class citizenship in the U.S., and that African 

Americans were not quintessential citizens based on their separation from Whiteness. As 

he later proclaimed, the “Black codes were developed to continue to limit the citizenship 

rights of African Americans and to extend White social, political, and economic 

dominance.”  
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Andreas also connected the Black codes to the contemporary issue of Latinos in 

the southwest. He stated, “the Black codes that we study in history is similar to Latinos 

showing their identification in places like Arizona today!” He continues, “ as you can see, 

the U.S. has a history of second-guessing citizenship for persons of color!”  Andreas’ 

ideas are similar to Charles Mills’ (1997) notion of a racial contract in the U.S., in which 

“Whites regulate, control, and construct the moral and judicial standards of citizenship,” 

(Brown, Crowley, & King, 2011 p. 284) while for non-whites, White men represent the 

ideal or prototypical American citizens.   

Amelia’s lesson about African American citizenship was much more focused on 

the topic of the three-fifths compromise and the Constitution. The three-fifths 

compromise, or three-fifths clause, was a provision during the second constitutional 

convention in 1787 that resolved the conflict between Northern and Southern delegates 

about whether or not African American slaves should be regarded as persons or property 

for taxation and Congressional representative purposes. Within the clause were 

provisions that included ending of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade in 1808 and the Fugitive 

Slave Act that made it a law to return escaped slaves in the north back to the south. 

Amelia’s class session was devoted to trying to connect the three-fifths clause with the 

dehumanization of African Americans as second-class citizens. She begins her class 

discussion by stating that: 

A clause such as this [three-fifths compromise] is an example of how the 
institution of slavery continued to make someone less than a person. [This clause] 
took African Americans’ alienable rights and was used as justification to treat 
people a certain way to be considered property. The big concept we will speak of 
is dehumanization and its affects on citizenship in the U.S. 
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Despite some criticism by well-known legal experts, such as Justice Clarence Thomas 

about the original purpose of the three-fifths compromise as a strategy to reduce or end 

the institution of slavery and uphold the founding fathers’ intentions, Amelia believed 

that the three-fifths compromise was representative of the original foundations of the U.S. 

policy of excluding African Americans from the body politic. She surmised, “ This 

provision is just a small sample of the many instances that kept African Americans from 

living the American dream, one that was foundational by federal law.” 

 Similarly, Santiago approached citizenship and race by explaining the various 

ways that citizenship was denied to African Americans because there was a need to keep 

the racial hierarchy in place. He began his class with these words: 

 We will begin today by examining the various ways the 13th, 14th, and 15th 
amendments were consequently reversed after reconstruction policies failed in the 
U.S.  We will examine how African Americans were coerced by fear to continue 
in a subservient role as second-class citizens. Citizenship rights such as voting 
were restricted through poll taxes and other means. Laws were created that 
promoted separate but equal, as we know was not equal.  

 

He highlighted a matrix that identified the various southern states that enacted voting 

restrictive laws such as the Grandfather clause, property tests, literacy tests, and poll 

taxes. He showed his students how southern lawmakers circumvented laws in order to 

prevent African Americans from voting, therefore continuing to restrict their citizenship. 

Santiago’s theme of African Americans and second-class citizenship was more devoted 

to allowing his students to examine the institutional practices that restricted African 

Americans. His effort was to trouble U.S. ideas about democracy and disrupt a narrative 
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of African American progression throughout the 20th century. He tied the voting 

restrictive laws to the lack of political attainment by African Americans. In other words, 

African Americans could not vote for their interests, and therefore took longer to achieve 

political success and social mobility. Santiago believed that voting through the civic 

process was the most important freedom for citizens and the most effective means to 

achieve equality. Therefore, since the ideas of race helped create a social status hierarchy, 

political mobility was denied for the fear that a truly democratic process would see 

African Americans working to improve U.S. democracy though the political process, thus 

endangering White interests.   

 Amelia, Andreas, and Santiago utilized history as a way to construct a larger 

discussion around the ideas of citizenship. Ladson-Billings (2004) reminds us that 

persons of color, because they were excluded from the body politic, created a new 

citizen, one that diverted from mainstream ideas of citizenship. Racialized citizens were 

not considered in the Constitution, and the preservice teachers wanted their students to 

understand that notion. Andreas stated it best during a post-interview: “ It is important 

that we stop this idea that the original intent of the founding fathers was to liberate 

everyone.” Andreas connects with, as does Ladson-Billings (2004), an epistemology of 

citizenship where different versions of citizenship are recognized.  

 There was a problem with the construction of the narratives about African 

American citizenship, however. Despite the pre-service teachers’ attempts at helping 

students understand race as a major factor in ideas of citizenship, they did not interrogate 

how African Americans saw themselves as citizens. Andreas understood that minorities 
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created ideas of citizenship that were specific to their social context. His post-interview 

lauded the fact that “minorities have different ideas and experiences” then how the U.S. 

constructs citizenship. However, those ideas were not referenced in his teaching. Santiago 

and Amelia did not emphasize citizenship perspectives either as they interrogated the 

influence of race and ideas of citizenship. I refer back to Amelia’s notion of the 

victimization narratives during her post-interviews as an example of how racial 

oppression is the driving force to African American history, while ideas of agency were 

excluded from analysis. The preservice teachers’ analysis did not provide an alternative 

perspective to how citizenship can be redefined by oppressed groups. In the case of 

African Americans, the preservice teachers did not provide instruction that connected the 

multitude of ways African Americans create a distinctive citizenship identity. Ignoring 

agency in redefining oppressive constructs leads to a narrow understanding of the 

complexity of citizenship in the U.S. 

THE COMPLEXITY, COMPLEXION, AND CONSTRUCTION OF RACIAL CATEGORIES   
Cynthia and Santiago stated that learning about the complex social construction of 

race was an enlightening experience. Cynthia remarked, “ I will definitely try to infuse 

this [construction of race] somehow; I think it is extremely important for students to learn 

about race in this manner.”  For this reason, the ideas of racial ambiguity and the 

evolving categories of race were major topics during their lessons on the Supreme Court 

case Plessy v. Ferguson. This court case is important because of its influence in 

jurisprudence and its representation of the judicial system’s mistreatment of racial 

minorities. Plessy is also important because it is used as a case study to discuss 
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discrepancies in the interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment (Golub, 2005) and the 

Supreme Court precedent of “separate but equal,” which helped sanction Jim Crow 

legislation throughout the U.S.   

Plessy v. Ferguson became the illustration for how race was complicated in the 

U.S., and how it was used to continue promoting the racial status quo. Santiago and 

Cynthia recognized that Plessy was a perfect case to approach the racialization of African 

Americans and what it meant to be Black.  Homer Plessy looked like a White man, 

declared that he was African American and was arrested for violating the Louisiana 

Separate Car Act because he was a passenger seated in the White section of a Louisiana 

passenger train. As a result, Plessy and other citizens from the Creole community in New 

Orleans, challenged the constitutionality of Louisiana’s law.  The Plessy case was a 

lesson designed to complicate students’ understandings about the biological explanations 

of race.  

Santiago briefly explained the difficulties of defining race and how Plessy v. 

Ferguson was significant to race relations in the U.S. His dialogue about race as a 

construct was explicated through his explanation of the Plessy case. He presented a 

picture of Plessy to the class and asked his students, “ By looking at this picture, what 

race do you think this man is?” His goal for this question was to elicit views from 

students on their perceptions concerning race, and show how the outward appearance of a 

person does not automatically signify racial identity. He told his students that Plessy was 

considered to have one-eighth African blood, which identified him as an African 
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American man. Santiago questioned the students about race and about the importance of 

self-identification: 

Well, class, if this man (Plessy) does not look African American, then what is 
considered African American [he pauses for responses and listens to student 
responses]? I will be honest with you, I am confused because how can you tell if 
someone is one-eighth Black or White or anything? I know we all hinted that 
Plessy looks White. I do not have much time today, but consider what is race and 
how does it look today? Is the way they [Supreme Court during Plessy v. 
Ferguson] look at race similar to how we look at it today?  

 

Santiago’s conversation with his students about Plessy and race was meant to stimulate 

thought about the complexity, complexion, and construction of race. He was facilitating a 

discussion over how the state defines race and the implications of these definitions. 

Santiago stated, “I do not know if Plessy identified himself as African American or 

White, but you will see [in future classes] that the U.S. defines racial categories despite 

how a person looks.” He then asked the question, “ Should we have identifiers such as 

that? In other words, do we need racial categories?” The topic was a little intimidating to 

much of the class and they stumbled to respond, but Santiago did not scaffold enough 

during the discussion in his classroom. Mostly, he left the topic of race, racial 

classification, and self-identification up for student interpretation.  

He also did not engage the class with the various racial theories he learned 

through A Winding River. When asked why he left the conversation to discuss a different 

topic, he mentioned that he did not know how to move the conversation forward. He did 

not know how to use the theories he learned to facilitate learning in his classroom. He 

struggled to understand race, and he wanted to trouble students’ notions about the term, 
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but he did not want to confuse them with his fragmented knowledge about the subject. 

Santiago did not provide much analysis concerning the social construction of race that he 

studied through the reading program. He did, however, create space for troubling the 

common sense notions that coincide with thinking about race. He did hint at the 

racialization process and how the nation-state created categories for racial hierarchies.  

Cynthia similarly used her overview to question students about racial ideology. 

She began by asking the class, “What is race?” After a few comments by students, she 

initiated a discussion about race as a social construct. Cynthia pulled the knowledge she 

gained from Barbara Fields’ (1990), Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of 

America to explain to her students that race is not a biological trait, which many of her 

students mentioned through their short discussion:  

Race is confusing because just because someone looks a certain way does not 
make them what you think they are. Race, in many respects, is how society views 
a person based on outward appearances. I believe, as many other people smarter 
than me, [that] we [society] like to create ideas about persons. I am not going to 
ask you to respond, but think about what we know as Black, White, Hispanic, 
Asian, etc. What comes to your minds? How do we know about those constructs? 
What influences our ideas?  

 

She continues, “There is no such thing as race, as we know through our conversation. But 

the way society has classified certain groups becomes [the] natural way in which we 

think of things racially.”  Cynthia spoke about race similarly to Field’s analysis as: 

Not an element of human biology (like breathing oxygen or reproducing 
sexually); nor is it even an idea (like the speed of light or the value of ) that can be 
plausibly imagined to live an eternal life of its own. Race is not an idea but an 
ideology. (Fields, 1990) 
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She did not go into the history of racial ideology, but she attempted to help students 

understand why race is imagined and not biologically accurate.  She did so by exhibiting 

a picture of Plessy to her students by asking, “Now does he look Black?” After a pause to 

receive students’ reactions, she said, “he does not “look” Black, maybe biracial? The 

Supreme Court said he was Black enough, not white, to be discriminated against 

lawfully.” She explained that we in the U.S. have a certain perception of what Black 

looks like, and “very light skin or half-White does not fit American construction of the 

term.”  

Cynthia and Santiago attempted to expose their class to the role that the idea bi-

raciality played in the racialization of African Americans. Cynthia was more explicit as 

she identified that she felt Plessy was half-white or bi-racial, while Santiago mentioned 

that he was one-eighth Black and looked White. These pre-service teachers were 

introducing their classes to the long and convoluted history of U.S. miscegeny between 

Black and White persons, which has many dynamics including the wide practice of White 

male slave masters forcibly raping Black female slaves (Jordan, 1986; Woodson, 1925). 

One preservice teacher, Amelia, made note in her class about Thomas Jefferson’s sexual 

exploits with his Black female slave and his fathering a few children. She explained, “ I 

have seen documentaries about Jefferson and how he loved his slave, I believe her name 

is Sally Hemmings. What I have studied about these “relationships” was that they were 

mostly one-sided and dominated by the slave master and not of love.”  

Offspring of these “unions” were typically still considered slaves, and by law 
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were considered to be Black persons, despite their father’s heritage. Historically, through 

what sociologists call hypo-descent, bi-racial children of Black and White parents were 

automatically assigned to the subordinate group, in this case African Americans (Davis, 

1991). This ideology is commonly referred to as the one-drop rule, which states that any 

person who had one drop of Black blood is considered Black. The one-drop rule, which 

was sanctioned by law, was a social, psychological, and economic phenomenon created 

and maintained in the U.S. Its initial purpose was to conserve White purity, relieve White 

males of the burden of paternity, and continue a stable slave economy in agrarian 

societies (Hickman, 1997). Today, the expression is an accepted qualifier to whom and 

what society considers African Americans.  

Cynthia and Santiago were similar in their approach to Plessy, as both they moved 

quickly through the court case and its components and moved on to another topic. They 

both knew they had to cover lots of material, and in their estimation the topic of race and 

Plessy would taken too long to discuss to their class.  Nevertheless, unlike Santiago, 

Cynthia did attempt to delve into a racial dialogue with her students. Although Cynthia 

did not explicate the historical antecedent of her bi-racial comment, the complexities of 

the Plessy case lent themselves to exploring how race is ambiguous and ever-changing. 

When asked why she decided to speak about race as a social construct, she felt that 

students needed to get a foundation of race, even if they do not completely understand it, 

because that exposure will hopefully alleviate certain discriminations and ignorance.  
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TEACHING ABOUT RACIAL VIOLENCE THROUGH CRITICAL HISTORICAL THINKING 
Santiago and Cynthia spent considerable class time discussing racial violence 

against African Americans. Their main pedagogical tool was to show images of African 

Americans being lynched by White mobs. The lynching visuals consisted of pictures of 

hanging African American bodies (mostly men) from trees and other strong structures. 

The perpetrators often mutilated sexual organs, set the bodies on fire, and shot at the 

bodies during or after the lynching. These pre-service teachers began their classes by 

presenting short lectures around the historical context of lynching. Their instruction 

attempted to discuss White racial attitudes and why lynching served as the appropriate 

mechanism to maintain a just society within these attitudes.   

Cynthia and Santiago connected previous lessons around race to their discussions 

surrounding racial violence. For example, Cynthia asked her class “ Now, can we discuss 

some ways involving issues of race that disenfranchised and discriminated against 

African Americans?” She was specifically referring to the “separate but equal” themes 

discussed in regards to the Plessy vs. Ferguson case, where her class session focused on 

the complexities of visually noticing race. She then warns students that today’s topic 

included violent imagery, “Today this lesson may be hard to get through, but we are 

going to talk about how violence was used against African Americans.” Similarly, 

Santiago alerted his students that this history might cause some negative emotions. He 

states, “ Ok, we are moving to a squeamish part of history. I am going to show you some 

pictures for you to analyze. Now if you feel like you can not handle these images, feel 

free to step outside.” Santiago conducted a review of how African Americans were 
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restricted by law and were not allowed full citizenship rights. He states that “racist 

Whites moved to more aggressive measures to make sure Black people did not succeed in 

the U.S.” 

Santiago and Cynthia utilized data from Ida B. Wells’ The Red Record as a point 

of analysis about the amount of violence extended to African Americans in the U.S. 

Santiago created two timelines based on the data from the Red Record. He juxtaposed 

data on lynching with other major historical events such as the formation of the Ku Klux 

Klan, the Klan Act, Jim Crow laws that were passed, and black migration to the north. 

The two timelines were compared to illustrate how these racially charged events 

coincided with violence towards African Americans.  

After their introductions to racial violence and lynching, Santiago and Cynthia 

moved their students through a set of activities designed for students to think critically 

about the historic event of lynching, a method called Historical Thinking. Historical 

thinking refers to a cognitive process that is concerned with how well students 

comprehend or interpret historical materials (Wineburg, 2001; Barton & Levstick, 2004; 

Vansledright, 2003). Instead of historical content knowledge being the driving force in 

history instruction, the students are more engaged in the process of history as they can 

analyze historical texts or visuals.  

This process helps students understand the practice of constructing history and 

allows them to gain critical thinking skills as a result of their investigations. Historical 

thinking helps students understand the multiple viewpoints of historical narratives. In 

essence, historical thinking is a representation of how historians help construct narratives.  
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Scholars have noted that historical thinking, therefore, is a valuable alternative to 

teaching history, rather than traditional pedagogical approach of memorizing facts and 

events without the recognition of the complexity of narrative construction (Wineburg, 

2001; Seixas, 1995).   

These preservice teachers utilized pictures taken at various lynching events to 

help students think historically and visualize the incidents. Cynthia and Santiago cited the 

work of Peter Seixas (1993) as important to their construction of their lessons on 

historical thinking and racial violence. Cynthia remarked that she thought it was “useful 

to follow the strategies that he [Seixas] spoke about in his article, Historical 

Understanding Among Adolescents in a Multicultural Setting.  

The strategy to which Cynthia was referred was Sexias’ elements of students’ 

historical thinking, which included historical significance, epistemology, and three 

interrelated parts of historical thinking: agency, empathy, and moral judgment (Seixas, 

1993). The article was not part of the original reading list, but is a journal article used in 

the teacher preparation classroom at Southwestern State University to help teach 

historical thinking principles to teacher candidates. The following section juxtaposes how 

Cynthia and Santiago used historical thinking in their classrooms to teach about lynching 

and racial violence.  

 

Cynthia’s lynching lesson 
Cynthia utilized a lynching picture from Marion, Indiana (see illustration 1 & 2) 

that depicted a crowd of White people gazing at an African American male body hanging 
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from a tree that was recently lynched and burned. Instead of showing the entire picture 

first, Cynthia decided to show the picture in two increments in her PowerPoint. The first 

picture displayed only the crowd of Whites attending the lynching event. The Black body 

that was recently lynched was not present in this picture.  

Cynthia borrowed this strategy from her classroom professor, Dr. Malcolm King, 

the hope of providing a transformational lesson that elicited students’ critical thinking 

about the historical events. Borrowing from Seixas’ (1993) notions of morality, Cynthia 

asked her students about what was going on in the first picture. After a few comments she 

responded, “Well let’s see, it looks as if these people are at an event; maybe a picnic, fair, 

or some type of family/community affair.” She continued to elicit answers from students 

about the initial picture.  

After she had responses from her students in the class, she decided to move to the 

next slide and show the entire picture of the lynching event (see figure 3). This picture 

showed the entire frame of the crowd gazing at the African American male body hanging 

from a tree. Cynthia stated, “Now, this is the full picture. Do you see what everyone was 

doing?”  She then asked the students to respond to the following questions:  

• What is going on in this picture and what does this picture represent? 

• Which geographical region do you believe this is happening and why? 

• What were the motives for what was happening in this picture?  

• Why are people at this event? What is their purpose? 
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• Does it looks as if someone tried to stop what was happening? Does 

someone have the moral responsibility to do something? 

After the students responded to the questions, Cynthia focused on the morality of 

lynching and tried to help her students see how normal the lynching event seemed. “ I 

don’t see anyone crying, wincing, or trying to stop it [lynching] in this picture. It looked 

as if it was a normal thing to do. Do you agree?” She then moved on to the morality 

question. “ Lets talk about the moral responsibility of this event. Shouldn’t there been 

some type of stoppage to this?” The class responded to the question, focusing mainly on 

the culture of the time and how attitudes were ingrained in the psyches of White people. 

Cynthia carefully agreed with the students that the White historical participants were men 

and women of that time and for that it may not have been popular to say anything against 

lynching. She continued to try to relate the morality of lynching to understanding. “ I can 

see how the time [and culture] made this [lynching] acceptable, but was there still a moral 

responsibility for the people in the picture?” 

  Cynthia’s response and questions to her students signified that Whites located in 

Marion, Indiana were not agentless historical characters, and that they did not 

automatically have a choice in participating in lynching events. As Leonardo (2003) 

poignantly expressed, “dehumanizing structures of racism” (p.35) through the prism of 

Whiteness is a choice. To speak of the White mob and their witnesses as “ caught up in 

the logic of their times disregards the fact that at any given historical juncture, there are 

white traitors who speak up against racial oppression” (Leonardo, 2003 p. 35)  
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Illustration #1- Cynthia’s teaching on lynching- Edited picture 

 

Illustration #2- Cynthia’s teaching on lynching- Full picture 

 

Cynthia’s morality question was intended for students to break from ideologies of 

historical uniformity in the belief that popular ideology was normed by groups of similar 

racial and ethnic backgrounds. In essence, Cynthia was looking for historical “White 

allies” (Tatum, 1994) who stood for social justice against lynching. The morality question 

was part of a Cynthia’s belief system regarding race and racism in the U.S. She despised 

racism and lynching was a hard topic for her to cover. She wanted to uncover Whites that 

helped African Americans during the times of lynching. She did not teach that aspect in 

history, but she wanted to extract from her students the notion that there were Whites that 

could have been agents of change during the early 20th century. 
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Santiago’s lynching lesson 
Santiago presented to his class two sets of pictures for students’ historical 

thinking (See illustrations 3, 4, and 5). Like Cynthia, Santiago used edited pictures as the 

first visual for students to interpret, and then proceeded to present a second picture, which 

included the full text to provide students the opportunity to think about and analyze both 

pictures. The first visuals (see Figure 4 and 5) depicted an incident that happened in 

Omaha, Nebraska, known as the Omaha courthouse lynching. The event occurred during 

the summer of 1919, which was referred to as “the Red Summer” by James Weldon 

Johnson because of the explosive acts of racial violence reported in 34 U.S. cities that 

year.  

The Omaha courthouse lynching transpired because of newspaper reports of 

African American men and their sexual assaults on White women.  Will Brown, the 

African American male burned in the picture, was accused in a newspaper report of 

raping a White woman. A mob of White men stormed the courthouse, seized Mr. Brown, 

tore his clothes, hung him from a light post, and burned and shot through his body. The 

remaining aspects of his body were dragged by car through the streets of Omaha. 

The second picture (see Figures 6 and 7) presented in Santiago’s class was a 

depiction of a 1920s lynching in Duluth, Minnesota. The African American men pictured: 

Elias Clayton, Elmer Jackson, and Isaac McGhie, were circus workers who were accused 

of raping a White teenage girl. As word spread through newspaper accounts, the three 

men were arrested along with three other African Americans accused of the same crime. 

The African American men were sent to the local courthouse jail. As word spread about 
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the possible death of the alleged rape victim, a sizable White mob broke into the jail 

where the African American men were imprisoned and took them to hang them.  

Unlike Cynthia, Santiago did not have standard questions about the morality of 

the lynching incidents. Instead, through discussion, he wanted the students to understand 

the historical significance of lynching and also present racial violence from a different 

viewpoint. As an example during class discussion, Santiago asked, “Why is lynching 

important to cover?” He scaffolded his students’ thinking by directing them back to the 

lessons taught about citizenship and how African Americans were considered second-

class citizens based on racial ideology. He then related that the aggressiveness of 

lynching (hanging of bodies, burning, gun shots) served as a form of social control for 

African Americans. He discusses with students:  

 If we look at these pictures [of lynching] it is scary and seemed to be a personal 
attack on Black men. If you were a Black man during this time, this could be your 
reality. In essence, lynching was used as a sort of reminder [of your subjugated 
place in society] if you stepped out of line. 

 

Santiago’s comment about African Americans “stepping out of line” was an attempt to 

remind students of the historical nature of racial hierarchies that existed in society, one 

that placed Whites in a privileged position as ideal representations of citizens. As studied 

in earlier class sessions about the Plessy case and other restrictive laws, Santiago and 

Cynthia’s students understood that laws were put in place to represent White superiority 

and Black inferiority. The lynching, however, visually advanced these ideologies through 

public terrifying and humiliating motifs (Gijie, 1994; Goldsby, 2006). 
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Santiago explained that African Americans’ second-class citizenship was 

represented through lynching in two ways. First, White citizens felt compelled to enact 

lynching and other acts of racial violence against African Americans for the sake of the 

common good. He states during his lecture that: 

Because racist Whites thought they were better than Black people and considered 
themselves the “original” American citizen, they believed they had the right to 
adopt measures to ensure that African Americans were punished for wrongdoing, 
especially crimes against White people. African Americans had no rights to 
defend themselves against lynching. The overwhelming consensus was they were 
guilty and should not have an opportunity to prove their innocence. 

 

Santiago’s comments indirectly highlight that Whiteness was the ultimate ideal for 

citizenship in the U.S. Any threat to those ideas of Whiteness need to be suppressed. 

Santiago did not emphasize the correlation between sex and lynching. He noted that the 

African Americans were accused of rape, but he did not explicitly link Black male 

sexuality to the violence. His comment that lynching was used, “especially [for] crimes 

against White people” could be interpreted as justice for the supposed rape of White 

women. White men and the community saw lynching as an avenue to (re)inscribe “white 

masculinity supremacy” (Wiegman, 1993 p. 446) and protect the virtue of the White 

woman by punishing African Americans who were accused of violating White female 

bodies.  Lynching and the exclusion from the judicial process provided African 

Americans with the understanding that they would not reach those ideas of civic virtue 

because they were never considered members of the body politic.  
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Illustration 3- Omaha Courthouse Lynching- Edited photo 

 

Illustration 4- Omaha Courthouse Lynching- Full photo 

 

Illustration 5- Duluth, Minnesota Lynching-Edited photo 
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Illustration 6- Duluth, Minnesota Lynching- Full photo 

 

  

Second, Whites would go largely unpunished for conducting lynching. Many 

perpetrators of lynching in the U.S. went unpunished (Chadbourn, 2008). Ignoring the 

murder of a Black man reinscribed that the nation state did not consider African 

Americans viable citizens of the U.S. The justice system did not provide African 

Americans with protection or legislation against lynching (Chadbourn, 2008). These 

actions established that African Americans were considered second-class citizens, and 

helped lynching become a systemic problem in the U.S.  

 Santiago and Cynthia emphasized that lynching was a national phenomenon and 

not only a southern problem. The lynching pictures showed in their classes all 

represented northern states (Indiana, Minnesota, and Nebraska). These pre-service 

teachers highlighted that White racist attitudes were persistent throughout the country. 

They also highlighted that government dealt passively with issues of lynching, which 

allowed these acts of aggression against African Americans to go unpunished and 

become a national epidemic (Gijie, 1994; Goldsby, 2006).  
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Cynthia and Santiago presented some transformative lessons regarding lynching. 

Cynthia mentioned, “ This was my favorite lesson and the students’ as well!” When 

probed more about that comment, Cynthia communicated that, “They never heard this 

[lynching stories] and I feel as if they appreciated learning something that was “real” 

history.” Santiago agreed, “ I was never exposed to this until college and students really 

enjoyed learning about it [lynching], I think it was impactful.”  

The lessons presented students with knowledge that challenged traditional 

knowledge about race, African Americans, and racial violence. Traditional knowledge 

consists of sanitized narratives that do not highlight racial violence (Brown & Brown, 

2010). Cynthia and Santiago’s goal was to use visuals to teach how race and second-class 

citizenship was constructed and enforced in tangible terms.  

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION  
 The findings indicate a divergent and complex approach to teaching about African 

American history. The data imply that preservice teachers’ knowledge influenced their 

curricular and pedagogical decisions regarding African American history. They attempted 

to be explicit about how African American history and race are interconnected and how 

systems of oppression guided societal norms. The theme of race was utilized as a guiding 

principle to communicate a deeper meaning and purpose about African American history.  

The lessons were constructed to avoid teaching strictly facts and help students understand 

the complex legacy of race. Two questions remain, however, on how knowledge and 

pedagogy interacted in the preservice teachers classrooms. First, what was the impact of 

A Winding River’s content on the development of the preservice teachers’ curriculum and 
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pedagogical decisions? Second, did the reader help preservice teachers construct lessons 

that were transformative? (Banks, 1993) 

First, while stopping short of explicating A Winding River’s sole influence over 

curriculum and pedagogy, there seems to be some evidence to support the reader’s 

influence over the curricular and pedagogical decisions of preservice teachers. More 

specifically, the preservice teachers who had high levels of engagement with A Winding 

River, Santiago and Cynthia, provided more coverage and richer analysis to African 

American history and race. Preservice teachers who had middle to low engagement with 

the reading program, Amelia and Andreas, did not consistently construct quality lessons 

regarding African American history. However, the topic of race was influential to all 

preservice teachers in the development of African American history lessons. A Winding 

River’s section entitled, Teaching Race: Foundations and Theoretical Orientations in 

African American History, was influential in the way the preservice teachers 

conceptualized teaching African American history. Save for Andreas, all of the 

preservice teachers mentioned that the section enlightened them on the various theories of 

race and they wanted to teach those ideologies in their classrooms.  

Cynthia and Santiago utilized primary resources from the reader including 

speeches and writings by Booker T.Washington, W.E.B. Dubois, and Ida B. Wells. The 

Supreme Court case of Plessy v. Ferguson was used as well to teach about the 

complexities of race. Except for Andreas including an excerpt from the Gilbert Jonas 

(2004), Creating Change agents: the NAACP early years, specific readings were not used 

in class. It was evident, however, that the preservice teachers attempted to use some of 
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the knowledge they selected from A Winding River. As one example, Cynthia and 

Santiago’s used Paul Gijie, The Tragedy of Race, as the catalyst for lessons regarding 

lynching and racial violence. Despite their struggles with continuing to understand the 

complexities of race, they were able to conduct thoughtful lessons and engage in a 

dialogue about African American history and race from various different angles. A 

Winding River gave the preservice teachers confidence to approach tough topics such as 

race and was influential in their construction of a race-centered instruction, which they 

admitted they would have never tried before participating in the reading program.  

The two preservice teachers that did not thoroughly read A Winding River had 

difficulty in creating lessons about critical African American history. Amelia read a few 

articles in the reader but ignored the contents for many of her lessons. Andreas barely 

read anything from the reader citing that he already knew many of ideas presented in A 

Winding River.  Andreas and Amelia represent an interesting dynamic in teacher 

education, which involves the preservice teachers’ high level of critical disposition versus 

low level of pedagogical engagement with critical curriculum. Critical researchers have 

noted that it is important that teachers and students encompass a critical consciousness 

for education to be liberating (Gordon, 1988; Fierra, King, 1991; Lynn, 1999). The 

research is unclear about the dichotomies between preservice teachers who have a critical 

disposition but poor instructional practice. It is clear that Andreas was the most critical 

preservice teacher in terms of interpreting African American history and its relations to 

contemporary circumstance but except for his lesson on citizenship, he marginalized 

African American history. Amelia taught more lessons about African American history 
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than the other preservice teachers but except for her lesson on the three-fifth compromise, 

her lessons lacked depth.  

There are several different reasons why Andreas and Amelia’s lessons were 

disconnected from their initial thoughts about African American history. Assmann (1995) 

reminds us that cultural memory is a social process that begins with the conceptualization 

of group membership. The way historical events or narratives are remembered is 

facilitate through a complex factors of identity and how those events relate. Assmann 

(1995) notes: 

Every individual memory constitutes itself in communication with others. These 
"others," however, are not just any set of people, rather they are groups who 
conceive their unity and peculiarity through a common image of their past. 
Halbwachs thinks of families, neighborhood and professional groups, political 
parties, associations, etc., up to and including nations. Every individual belongs to 
numerous such groups and therefore entertains numerous collective self-images 
and memories. (p.127) 

 

Assmann calls this identity structure communicative memory. Assmann (1995) says that 

communicative memory is a form of oral history from everyday speech. Everyday speech 

can be informal and involves discourse between partners who can change roles. 

Typically, these partners are associated through group membership that can be in the 

form of families, neighborhoods, and professional organizations. Therefore, 

communicative memory can take various forms depending on the social context.  In the 

case of Amelia, a self-described feminist and Andreas, a Civil Rights activist for 

undocumented immigrants; they set boundaries and had the privilege to be selective with 

communicative memory, which was dependent on the audience type, in the case 
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classroom populations. 

 There is an indirect link between Amelia’s identity as a feminist and African 

American history. She recognized the oppressive nature in which African Americans 

have struggled throughout time and can empathize. Her initial thoughts about African 

American history signified that understanding but as she entered a classroom of majority 

White conservative students, she made the decision that lessons regarding African 

American history would be too much controversy. She mentioned through her reflections 

and interviews that she, “ did not know how to approach tough topics about African 

American history.” Along with sharing some similarities with students in her class 

(middle class, well educated, White), it could be argued that the communicative memory 

was a mechanism to reinscribe popular ideologies held by the majority communities. 

Since cultural memory is about preserving the past, reiterating safe and sanitized 

narratives helps continue the communicative memory of traditional narratives in majority 

White classrooms.    

 Andreas, on the other hand, spoke about how African Americans and Latinos had 

parallel histories. He also criticized the various Civil Rights movements for not sticking 

together by stating, “ If only they could come together… strength is in numbers.” This 

brings an interesting dynamic to cultural memory and communicative memory. Andreas 

focused strictly on African American citizenship though history because of his concerns 

with the plight of undocumented residents. The rest of African American history was a 

foreign concept to Andreas and he did not use the opportunity to read A Winding River to 

help further his knowledge about African American history. Andreas’ fixed conception of 
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citizenship is related to what Assmann (1995) notes as Obligation. Obligation is a way a 

person relates to “a normative self-image of the group [which] engenders a clear system 

of values and differentiations in importance.”  It is clear that relating the historical 

citizenship experiences of African Americans and connecting to the undocumented status 

of residents was Andreas’ main goal in teaching about African American history. 

Assmann (1995) states that persons decide what is important and unimportant and how 

that memory influence reproducing of self-image. Andreas disregarded other aspects of 

African American history to provide a social commentary about undocumented residents.   

  Second, did the knowledge for the reader help the preservice teachers present a 

transformative praxis? There were transformative elements regarding the preservice 

teachers approach to teaching African American history. Banks (1993) reminds us that 

for a curriculum and pedagogy to be transformative, the pre-service teachers have to 

present information that “challenge mainstream knowledge and expand and substantially 

revise established canons, paradigms, theories, explanations, and research methods” (p. 

7). Attempting to teach Race, as pedagogy is an element of transformative instruction. 

teaching Race in U.S. history is the practice of explicitly presenting counter hegemonic 

historical narratives. For instance, identifying race as an important construct in African 

American history is aligned with Banks’ notion of transformative because race is 

rendered visible. Highlighting race within the construction of traditional history changes 

the trajectory of history and allows for counter narratives to be underscored in classroom 

spaces. Traditional history presents a trajectory of history that is progressive and 

complicated issues are solved. The nexus of race and African American history alters the 
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course of progressive narratives and situates U.S. history as ugly, convoluted, and 

incomplete because those narratives highlight racial issues as historic, subversive, and 

permanent fixtures in society.  

The preservice teachers emphasized that racial ideology created through concepts 

of power and privilege is real and still have problematic implications to African 

American history. Approaching the racialized nature of how citizenship is constructed 

alters the simple and taken for granted ideas of what it means to be a U.S. citizen. 

Mainstream knowledge has adopted a citizenship perspective that Ladson-Billings (2004) 

describes as a “message [that] normalizes and standardizes culture.” Santiago, Amelia, 

and Andreas did not provide their classes with perspectives of African American 

citizenship, they did implicate a complicated and institutionally created notion of 

citizenship that excluded African Americans from the body politic. In addition, the 

instruction and emphasis of White privilege involved in the development of U.S. 

democracy is antithetical to traditional progressive elements of history.  

The teaching of the complexities and social construct of race is a transformative 

idea that not only complicates students’ notions of race but highlights the fluctuating 

definitions and manifestations of race. The preservice teachers’ lessons were not utilized 

to be innocuous or neutral; the knowledge was intentional. Cynthia and Santiago 

challenged and critiqued the ethos of American democracy by defining racial categories 

and identifying Whiteness as an underlying method to sustain racial hierarchies and 

White purity.  
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 Finally, the aesthetics of lynching provided students with a holistic understanding 

of the approach and effects of racial violence in the U.S. The purpose of Cynthia and 

Santiago’s lessons were to illustrate that African American violence was a national issue 

and not a southern phenomenon or a series of isolated incidents. These preservice 

teachers, specifically Santiago, explained that lynching was an oppressive and highly 

visible form of constructing African Americans as second-class citizens. These incidents 

were highlighted by two ideologies: Whiteness as pristine citizenship and exclusion of 

judicial punishment for violators.  

Although, the pre-service teachers exhibited notions of transformative curriculum 

and teaching methods, some aspects of their teaching did lack some the components 

described by Banks (2003). A key element of transformative teaching is to underscore 

minority ideas and perspectives. The preservice teachers missed this opportunity to 

provide their students with how African American defined themselves against oppressive 

constructs. The preservice teachers learned that race was an important paradigm in 

society but decided to focus much on White people’s construction of race to African 

Americans. This process is understandable because the position Whiteness has in society 

and its ability to define norms. However, a transformative curriculum redefines norms 

based on the minorities’ voices, which was absent in many of the preservice teachers 

pedagogy.  

Additionally, the majority of the preservice teachers interpreted African American 

history as a narrative of victimization. Classroom practice identified how White people 

oppressed African Americans and disregarded African American agency. The pre-service 
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use of Critical Race Pedagogy was unrepresentative of the power and social dynamics 

that African American extolled throughout history. This absence of African American 

agency is related to Assmann’s (1995) modes of potentiality and actuality. Historical 

meanings are constructed through a set of cultural formations and are maintained or 

altered through contemporary knowledge. These figures of memories about oppression 

were a constant construct in the minds of many of the preservice teachers both as pre- and 

post-interpretations. The notion of African Americans being victimized historical 

characters is a fixed construction held through various cultural memories. A Winding 

River’s content did not drastically alter these conceptions instead it served to strengthen 

them.  

The preservice teachers use of Race as a teaching methods did provide a nuanced 

way in approaching African American history. A Winding River’s attention to racial 

ideologies was helpful to the preservice teachers as they developed lessons. Despite the 

lack of constructivist lesson design and African American history’s infusion in the 

metanarrative, the preservice teachers’ goals were to elicit transformative narratives to 

combat traditional and mainstream knowledge. The reader helped set a foundation to 

their curricular and pedagogical decisions.  

In chapter 7, I discuss ideas about how multiculturalist and Social Studies 

educators can construct an effective curriculum and pedagogy focusing on African 

American history. I also address the significance and implications of these findings for 

multicultural teacher education and the field of Social Studies. Finally, I review some of 
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the limitations of this study and propose a research agenda to further our understanding of 

how African American history is interpreted throughout various contexts.   
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Chapter 7-Rethinking and Reevaluating African American history in 
Multicultural Teacher education and the Social Studies 

 

Three questions framed this qualitative case study case study on four preservice teachers 

and how they interpreted and taught African American history: First, how did social 

studies preservice teachers initially make sense of African American history? Second, 

how did social studies preservice teachers interpret African American history after 

reading A Winding River? Finally, how is the acquired African American history 

knowledge by social studies preservice teachers implemented pedagogically? Whereas in 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I explored the themes from the data that related to each of these 

questions, in this chapter, I summarize the findings and address how to rethink and 

revaluate African American history by emphasizing the larger theoretical and practical 

implications for multicultural teacher education and the social studies. 

I first draw out the specific findings, which cut across these themes and discuss 

how they inform our understanding on how preservice teachers acquire critical 

knowledge. Next, I recommend a typology for teaching a critical African American 

history. Then, I describe a research agenda that can help multiculturalist and social 

studies scholars develop a holistic understanding about how African American history is 

conceptualized and dispersed in different classroom and public contexts. Last, I end with 

my conclusion.  



 195 

Summary of Findings 
 The findings indicate that there are complex interactions between knowledge 

construction and how individual preservice teachers approached African American 

history instruction. Although important, the acquisition of knowledge was not the sole 

factor in preservice teachers’ pedagogical decisions. In fact, knowledge combined with 

the preservice teachers’ personal investment in the curriculum, disposition/ideology 

towards learning African American history, and sociocultural influences were all factors 

in how African American history was constructed in their classrooms. Additionally, the 

preservice teachers’ interactions with A Winding River were also factors in how African 

American history was taught. Preservice teachers who were highly engaged with the 

readings explored topics in African American history more thoroughly than preservice 

teachers who were moderately or passively engaged. In fact, three preservice teachers 

were nonresponsive and resistant to the reading program, leading them to resign from the 

study. 

The preservice teachers began with a general knowledge about African American 

history that consisted of ambiguous concepts and fragmented understandings of the 

group’s history. They focused their narratives on African Americans being an oppressed 

group in the United States, and also believed that African American history was an 

American story that should serve as inspirational to all U.S. citizens. After the preservice 

teachers read A Winding River, their African American history knowledge grew in certain 

areas related to the subject and, in other areas, reinscribed some traditional and 

problematic narratives. Their new knowledge included learning about race and having a 
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more thorough understanding about African American oppression in the U.S. Another 

finding suggests that some preservice teachers recolonized African American history to 

fit ideas that were favorable to White historical events/persons.    

 This study also examined the preservice teachers’ pedagogical decisions 

regarding their readings of African American history.  The findings suggest that some 

preservice teachers attempted to structure history lessons through the lens of race. The 

ideologies of race were important pedagogical tools that emphasized how the concept of 

racialization was used throughout African American history. The preservice teachers 

attempted to teach African American history and race through the ideas of citizenship, 

racial classification, and racial violence. The majority of the lessons were structured 

around issues of racial oppression and hegemony, while disregarding African American 

agency throughout history.  

  This study is significant to the fields of multicultural teacher education and the 

social studies because pre- and in-service teachers’ knowledge, pedagogy, and 

dispositions are key concerns for teaching a critical curriculum. Some scholars believe 

that the best way to improve a teacher’s ability to teach critically is to increase his/her 

knowledge about the historical conditions of African Americans (Brown, 2011; King, 

2004; Ladson-Billings, 1991). This increased knowledge will help improve teachers’ 

critical approaches in curriculum development and pedagogy in classrooms. In essence, 

these scholars believe that teachers “can not teach what they do not know” (Howard, 

1999). This study, however, examined “if they do know, do they teach it?” The research 

questions focused on how preservice teachers’ knowledge of African American history 
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influenced their pedagogical decisions in social studies/history classrooms. The following 

section describes three implications of how critical knowledge influenced preservice 

teachers’ curricular and pedagogical decisions.  

IMPLICATIONS AND SIGNIFICANCE 
 There are three distinct implications of this study to the fields of multicultural 

teacher education and the social studies.  First, critical knowledge can be an intimidating 

venture, especially for novice teachers without experience in teaching and learning 

scholarly and theoretical African American history. As an example, seven participants 

began the study but only four preservice teachers completed the duration of the reading 

program. Even the preservice teachers that finished the research study disregarded some 

of the readings because of the theoretical focus and perceived difficulty of those readings. 

There seemed to be a high level of excitement and commitment towards studying African 

American history, but once A Winding River was distributed, many preservice teachers 

were intimidated by the reader’s comprehensiveness and scholarly focus. When presented 

with a scholarly focus on African American history, three preservice teachers - Denise, 

Angela, and Jason, proclaimed they did not have time for such an endeavor. They 

commented that the reader was too in-depth and theoretical to finish during the study’s 

12-week reading period. The decision not to complete the study was partly due to their 

misunderstanding the complexities and diversity of African American history. Instead of 

attempting to try to understand the materials, they opted not to participate. 

All of the preservice teachers lacked an understanding of the broadness of African 

American history scholarship. Most of these thoughts derive from K-12 school 
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experiences where African American history is disregarded as legitimate and important 

by curriculum developers. Students do not have the opportunity to learn a comprehensive 

African American history that includes a historiography that not only focuses on 

narrative, but also on theoretical approaches to history. Therefore, cultural memory was 

an appropriate theoretical framework for this project because of the way schools and 

curriculum serve as socialization agents that influence how and what knowledge is 

valued, which has been based on Eurocentric frameworks of traditional history.       

Before beginning the study, the preservice teachers thought the readings would be 

simple, quick, and useable documents that had to be summarized for research purposes. 

When A Winding River was distributed, they did not expect the reading materials to be so 

dense, and complained that some parts of the reader were surprisingly difficult to read. 

Although all of the teachers were excited to take on the study of African American 

history, the scholarly focus and quantity of reading materials was too intimidating for 

some to complete the study.   

  Second, knowledge acquisition matters in constructing a critical pedagogy, 

especially when there is a heavy personal investment in learning. The preservice teachers 

were selective in reading certain topics from A Winding River that appealed to their 

interests. When the knowledge was perceived as relevant to their interests, the preservice 

teachers internalized a need to express the new knowledge in their classrooms.   

In this study, the preservice teachers who gained the most knowledge taught more 

critical topics relating to African American history in classroom settings.  The preservice 

teachers who exhibited new knowledge because of their interactions with the readings 
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were able to present a more in-depth analysis throughout their reflections and 

instructions. The more knowledge that was gained, the more instructional risk the 

preservice teachers were willing to attempt. The preservice teachers who were highly 

engaged with the readings stated that the knowledge they acquired helped them gain the 

confidence to try to teach hard subjects such as race and provide context to certain events 

in history.  

Many preservice teachers experienced a generative process (Bell, 2009) of 

learning how to implement critical knowledge during their student teaching field 

experiences. They were struggling with modes of teaching and trying to understand many 

different variations of teaching in different school contexts. This growth in knowledge is 

closely related to Assmann’s notion of cultural memory, which identifies a person’s 

ability to reconstruct memory when presented with alternative narratives. The ability to 

reconstruct knowledge is based on the importance of the new knowledge to contemporary 

circumstances.  

 Lastly, established knowledge and embedded historical narratives are difficult to 

alter. The effects of knowledge in pedagogical decisions are limited because various 

factors such as preservice teachers’ personal investment in curriculum, 

disposition/ideology towards learning African American history, and sociocultural 

influences are influential to how African American history is interpreted and taught. 

Although A Winding River presented critical aspects of African American history, some 

of the preservice teachers did reinscribe or recolonize certain aspects of African 
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American history knowledge to fit within a Eurocentric framework, which was a 

comfortable formation based on learning experiences in schools and home.  

Once a narrative is established as mainstream academic knowledge, replacing that 

narrative with an alternative counter story is challenging. For example, the preservice 

teachers’ only constant interpretation before and after the readings was the notion that 

African Americans were oppressed characters in history. Their narratives emphasized 

that African Americans were part of a racial hegemonic system that impeded their 

attainment of full citizenship. The preservice teachers’ narratives did place a critical 

emphasis on race and prejudice, but neither instance singled out African American 

agency. Despite readings that focused on African American agency (see Appendix), these 

narratives were not prominent constructions in the preservice teachers’ interpretations. 

The embedded narratives of victimized African Americans were strong figures of 

memory (Assmann, 1995) that were difficult to challenge.   

 Therefore, knowledge needs to be cultivated by teacher educators who have a 

belief in critical pedagogy. Preservice teachers’ memories can be contested in teacher 

education courses because new knowledge presents challenging new ideas and memories. 

In this case, preservice teachers’ knowledge about African American history was 

influenced through the reader and in the teacher education classrooms where critical 

pedagogy and diverse histories were emphasized. This knowledge interaction allowed for 

the process of modes of actuality to occur, which was influential in interpreted 

knowledge. In short, contemporary knowledge with new perspectives (teacher education 
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classes, informal talks with the researcher) can help preservice teachers interpret African 

American history differently and influence them to teach the subject critically. 

This is not to say that knowledge itself is not a transformative process for 

preservice teachers’ construction of African American history pedagogy. However, it 

implies that preservice teachers, no matter their disposition, need proper scaffolding in 

the teacher education classroom in order to teach divergent critical histories and avoid 

reinscribing noncritical traditional narratives. The following sections will explain several 

strategies that teacher educators and inservice professional development personnel can 

use to ensure that knowledge about African American history is being facilitated in 

effective ways, therefore helping preservice teachers understand the complexities of 

African American history.  

Multicultural and Social Studies Teacher Educators Responsibilities 
 

The question remains, what type of work should teacher educators do to help 

preservice teachers move past teaching truncated and noncritical pedagogies about 

minorities’ history? The findings revealed the complex ways preservice teachers 

interpreted African American history. Although their racial knowledge increased because 

of their interactions with the reader, some knowledge such as African American 

oppression was not altered, while other narratives were reinscribed to fit problematic 

traditional narratives. Preservice teachers initial understandings about African American 

history were limited and the scholarly focus of the materials was too difficult to 

comprehend. To reduce the preservice teachers ambiguousness and remove the 
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intimidation factor of a scholarly focus of African American history, it is essential that 

multicultural and social studies teacher educators place an emphasis on teaching African 

American history content.  The following paragraphs will explain how African American 

history can be a focus in teacher education programs.  

African American history teaching has to be an explicit part of the curriculum in 

social studies teacher educator’s classrooms. The teacher educator will have to be 

knowledgeable in African American history and engage the preservice teachers with not 

only content but the various theories that help situate the complexity of the field. The 

teaching of African American history should not only encompass traditional narratives 

such as the slavery, reconstruction, and the Civil Rights Movement but African American 

history should be seen as a part of the larger American story. For example, the 

perspectives of African Americans should be told through freedman during the 18th 

century, military veterans of major wars, educators, the arts, politicians, to name a few. 

The teacher educator needs to help preservice teachers understand that every facet of the 

American story involved African Americans.  The preservice teachers in this study did 

not realize the magnitude of African Americans’ involvement and did not realize the field 

was vast and complex. The teaching of the content by teacher educators allows preservice 

teachers the opportunity to understand the multidimensional and fluid characteristics of 

African American history.  

As teacher educators, we have to teach our preservice teachers to be able to read 

the standards and unpack subtle and explicit phrases that coincide with African 

Americans history topics. A major complaint by the preservice teachers was their ability 
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to “fit” this knowledge in prescribed state curriculum guidelines. Preservice teachers need 

guidance in understanding the complex ways in which standards are designed and how 

they can be subversive to include diverse histories (Heiling, Brown, & Brown, in press). 

Preservice teachers should be taught to read between the lines of accountability standards 

and how to include those narratives within those established standards. 

The teacher educator also connects the subject with various pedagogical 

techniques. Social studies method instructors have to be explicit in how African 

American history and pedagogy interacts. Preservice teachers need to understand that 

certain pedagogical methods may not be conducive for African American history. 

Instructional methods such as role-play and dramatic episodes need to be carefully 

designed or not used at all as these teaching methods have proven problematic for not 

constructing meaningful lessons in African American history (Akers, 2010). For other 

pedagogical techniques such as historical thinking, teacher educators have to provide 

historical context to pictures and other documents of little known African American 

history events. The teacher educator has to be a content expert and guide the preservice 

teachers step-by-step in their learning and not solely focus on teaching pedagogical 

methods.  

Last, the teacher educator has to provide time and space for discussions around 

race and African American history. The findings indicated that the preservice teachers 

engaged with A Winding River in very distinct ways. Some approached the readings as a 

challenge to improve their African American history knowledge. A few preservice 

teachers barely participated while others resigned completely from the research study. In 
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essence, the preservice teachers were not held accountable for readings, which caused 

heavy variations of results in regards to knowledge acquisition. 

 Therefore, I propose classroom activities that involve a system of a teacher 

community (Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001). Assignments such as book 

clubs about African American history should be part of teacher education programs. In 

this context, book clubs are an ongoing class activity/assignment that requires preservice 

teachers in small groups to read books about African American history. The purpose is 

for these groups to have exploratory talks (Barnes, 1995) around issues relating to the 

book’s content. Book clubs provide a nexus between the discussion of African American 

history and pedagogical strategies taught in the social studies teacher education 

classroom.  

Book clubs encompasses a “knowledge community” (Craig & Olson, 2002), 

which becomes a site where knowledge is negotiated by new understandings.  These 

book clubs allow preservice teachers to be able to discuss content with other preservice 

teachers in a controlled environment. In addition, the deep conversations involve 

discussions of appropriate pedagogy for the selected topic. This activity will allow for 

students to examine the content and juxtapose it to curriculum standards and then align 

them with pedagogical methods. A last step is for preservice teachers to keep a journal 

about their thoughts about African American history and the effects of the book clubs to 

knowledge creation. A reflection assignment offers both the preservice teacher and the 

teacher educators a reflective check-in to see how knowledge is growing. The purpose of 

the book clubs is to construct new knowledge and help preservice teachers gain 
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perspectives on both African American history and appropriate pedagogy. The book club 

model will eliminate the isolation of preservice teachers attempting to understand 

scholarly materials. In addition, it can be useful to hold preservice teachers accountable 

for reading the content. In the following paragraphs, I will continue recommendations for 

constructing a humanistic African American history that will help pre- and in-service 

teachers move beyond a simplistic rendering of African American history.  

 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CONSTRUCTING A HUMANISTIC AFRICAN AMERICAN 
HISTORY PEDAGOGY IN MULTICULTURAL TEACHER EDUCATION AND THE SOCIAL 
STUDIES 
  

In the paragraphs that follow, I outline recommendations for a typology for 

constructing a humanistic African American history. This typology is a counter strategy 

to oppressive and noncritical forms of African American history pedagogy. I propose that 

teaching a humanistic African American history consist of a strong content knowledge 

and involves multiple pedagogical processes involving tenets of critical race pedagogy, 

community education, and Black studies perspectives.   

This typology is in response to how the preservice teachers in the study tried to 

construct lessons around African American history. The preservice teachers felt that 

African American history should be taught through a racial lens.  The preservice teachers 

lessons featured race as an important construct to the experiences of African Americans 

in the U.S and focused on how race influenced African American citizenship, the racial 

classification system, and racial violence. I agree with the preservice teachers that race is 

an important component of African American history and should be explored in those 
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contexts. I want to however, suggest a more complete pedagogical design to help teachers 

construct race-based African American history lessons. The first part of my African 

American history typology will explain critical race pedagogy as an effective tool to 

analyze issues of race in African American history.  

The last two portions of my typology entail African American history from a 

community education and Black studies perspectives. Since many of the preservice 

teachers complained about the theoretical aspects of African American history was too 

dense and difficult to understand, the community education approach will help preservice 

teachers and students see the practical and hands-on approach to African American 

history. Community education was the original way in which African Americans learned 

history and the approach is still a valuable asset in understanding the diverse lives of 

African Americans. Last, the Black studies approach also helps preservice teachers 

understand the larger approach to African American history. The preserive teachers 

understood African American history within a marginalized box and to explore the topic 

through various interdisciplinary lenses would broaden the prospective of African 

American history.  

Critical Race Pedagogy 
Critical Race Pedagogy is an important pedagogical tool that espouses the major 

tenets of Critical Race Theory (Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Tyson, 2003). 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) has been used in the field of education to expose the “racial 

inequalities that exist in curriculum, instruction, assessment, [and] school funding” 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998 p.18).  In Social Studies specifically, Critical Race Theory (CRT) 
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is used as an analytics to explore and critique the topic of race and racism has within the 

field (Chandler, 2010; Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Lintner, 2004; Tyson, 

2003). As Tyson (2003) postulates, CRT helps promote “(re)vision” of traditional Social 

Studies epistemologies and pedagogies and moves race from the margins of the field into 

a prominent position to analyze how race, racism, and power operate throughout history.   

Critical Race Pedagogy is a developing theoretical construct in the field of 

education and can be defined as “an analysis of racial, ethnic, and gender subordination 

in education that relies mostly on the perceptions, experiences, and counterhegemonic 

practices of educators of color” (Lynn, 1999 p.615). Jennings and Lynn (2005) have 

attempted to move the field of education forward with the concept of Critical Race 

Pedagogy in order to provide critical scholars a framework to address the complexity of 

race and education. In addition, Jennings and Lynn (2005) have surmised that there are 

three characteristics of a Critical Race Pedagogue, which are the  “negotiation of power; 

the critique of self; and the need to be counter hegemonic” (p. 25).  

Critical Race Pedagogues in Social Studies contextualize race as a normal and 

persistent issue in U.S. history and their instruction attempts to analyze how race and 

power operate historically in society. The purpose of Critical Race Pedagogy in social 

studies is to help students understand that race has been an integral part of America’s 

socio-political and cultural landscape. This reality has influenced racist structures to 

develop and be shaped by major institutions within an American democracy (Jennings & 

Lynn, 2005). In Social Studies, those constructions help teachers present history as 

complex and provide historical contexts while studying contemporary events. 
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Understanding race in those terms provide students with a holistic education about 

African American history.  

The second characteristic of Critical Race Pedagogy is the importance of self-

reflection of the teacher. Jennings and Lynn (2005) expressed that reflexivity is an 

“exploration of one’s place within a stratified society” (p. 27). By exploring one’s 

positionality allows for a conscious effort by educators to help deconstruct oppressive 

curriculum. Teachers are self- aware of their racial, class, and gender privilege and take 

steps in resisting noncritical aspects of race. Self-reflection helps teachers confront their 

knowledge and beliefs about race and juxtapose them to the way traditional history 

curriculum is constructed.  

Last, Critical Race Pedagogues must practice an emancipatory pedagogy (King, 

1991). Emancipatory education involves “engaging students in critical reflections about 

the realities of race and social justice. It encourages them to critically evaluate rather than 

blindly embrace mainstream concepts, values, and practices” (King, 1993 p.119). Critical 

Race Pedagogy empowers learners to develop Conscientization, or a critical 

consciousness (Alquist, 1990; Freire, 1970) about the world, which helps awareness of 

racialization and how power operates throughout history. More specifically, Critical Race 

Pedagogy in history classes can lead to a greater understanding of the complexity of race 

and clarification of the roots of social issues and help students refine values and moral 

choices (Howard, 2002).  

In social studies education, the history teachers involve students in counter story 

telling about minorities’ history. Traditional history narratives are actively and constantly 
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questioned and students are taught how to decipher through noncritical history. Situating 

race as an important construct in African American history advances counter hegemonic 

discourse and alters the trajectory of history. Exposing race allows for students to learn 

and expose the problematic constructions of American democracy.  

As an example of how critical race pedagogy can be used in social studies/history 

classroom, I highlight the African American soldiers. More recently the narratives of 

African American soldiers involved in the American Revolution has become an accepted 

storyline within the metanarrative. The African American solider who fought for the 

American colonist, some were enslaved, are seen as patriotic despite many difficult 

circumstances. These descriptions, however, fail to address the multifaceted analysis of 

African American soldiers who fought both for the British Empire and the U.S. colonies. 

The textbooks do not explicate the dissimilar goals of autonomy and sovereignty that 

African Americans aspired. In addition, traditional narratives present an idea that African 

Americans and White colonists both participated in the war for similar reasons. 

Traditional U.S. history narratives rarely interrogate the interest convergence (Bell, 1992) 

of both White and Black enlistment. As Brown, Crowley, and King (2011) have noted, 

the motives for White colonists and the British motives for allowing freemen and 

enslaved Africans to partake in the war, was more about a convergence of interest 

concerning the man power needs for military victory and not in the inclusion of African 

Americans in the ideas of democracy and the body politic. 

The characteristics of critical race pedagogy expounded by Jennings and Lynn 

(2005) are useful in the field of Social Studies because race is of salient concern in 
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matters relating to curriculum development, professional activities, and public imagery 

(Ladson-Billings, 2003). Social Studies scholars, Tyrone Howard (2003) and Cynthia 

Tyson (2003) have noted that the topic of race and the Social Studies field should be 

interconnected because of the strong focus on citizenship and democracy. The Social 

Studies field can benefit from Critical Race Pedagogy because it influences Social 

Studies teaching to move beyond a dialogue of abstraction about race and help theorize 

the “social processes of racialization, of how certain groups in U.S society have been 

relegated to an oppressed status, by the weights of law, social policy, and economic 

exploitation” (Marable, 2002 p. 10). “Racism and education are thus tightly interwoven 

in a manner that is complex, pervasive, and constantly evolving within and across a 

variety of social contexts” (Jennings & Lynn, 2005 p. 26) 

Community Education 
 African American history is a subject that is suited to move beyond the classroom. 

I suggest that a humanistic African American history needs to involve students engaging 

in the local community. Communities bring a lot of valuable knowledge that students do 

not receive in traditional classrooms.  Certain elements of the community can effectively 

help students place African American history in its proper context. These institutions still 

exist and serve as valuable resources for African American history. There are three ways 

in which teachers of African American history can bring elements of the community in 

their classrooms: community educators, sites of memory, and service learning. 

Community Educators  
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An important aspect to African American history has been the role of community 

educators in dissimilating knowledge to the public. Community educators are persons 

who have specialized knowledge about African American history. These experts do not 

have to be formally educated in the fields of history or African American studies. Many 

community educators are autodidacts, where knowledge might derive from cultural 

centered knowledge (King, 2004), knowledge that is specific to one’s cultural group. 

Additionally, a community educator has experiences that are uniquely related to certain 

historical events and their experiences maybe dissimilar to the metanarrative. They also 

posses pedagogical skills that can help teachers and students apply African American 

history in practical circumstances. Examples of community educators include parents, 

students, museum curators, politicians, Civil Rights participants, military veterans, 

African American books store owners, community organizers, radio talk show host, and 

professors, to name a few.  

Sites of memory 

Community education also uses sites of memory as alternative pedagogies to 

teach African American history. Sites of memory are physical places and concepts that 

help in the retrieval and sustainability of history. A site of memory includes places such 

as archives, museums, cathedrals, palaces, cemeteries, and memorials. In addition, 

concepts and practices such as commemorations, mottos, and objects such as inherited 

property, commemorative monuments, manuals, emblems, basic texts, and symbols all 

serve as sites of memory (Nora, 1989). According to Nora (1989), a site of memory 

involves three criteria, which include a need to for the individual sites to be material, 
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symbolic, and functional in its meanings. As an example, a material site such as 

antebellum plantations in southern Louisiana are not simple sites where tourists go to 

look at the old slave quarters and stately homes. These homes serve as a symbol of the 

nation’s past transgressions with the institution of slavery. This site is a functional 

because it becomes the place to visually consume knowledge about plantation life.  
 

The teachers of African American history need to engage with sites in critical 

ways. A simple field trip is not sufficient enough to be able to help students understand 

the complexity of memory. In examining cultural and ethnic celebrations, the teacher 

moves past fun, foods, and festival approach and help students recognize the agency in 

these events. The teacher can help students critically read these sites and compare these 

renderings to traditional historical narratives.  As Nora (1989) stated sites of memory are 

predicated on “their capacity for metamorphosis [and] an endless recycling of their 

meaning and unpredictable proliferation of their ramifications” (p. 296). Thus, the teacher 

has to illustrate that sites are ever changing and evolving as history matures.  

Service learning 

Service learning is a pedagogical and learning tool that provides students an 

opportunity to combine and connect intellectual and theoretical class based education 

with social action through practical application by helping local communities (Lynton, 

1995; Stevens, 2003). Stevens (2003) noted that African Americans, historically, have 

encouraged service learning as a way to “strengthen the community” by “promoting the 

social, economic, and cultural empowerment of the black community” (para 4). Using 

service learning to teach African American history is about promoting social justice and 
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providing a nexus between historic and contemporary circumstances. Service learning 

helps teachers and students complicate liner versions of history taught in public schools. 

The community is an open lab for students to investigate history. History becomes 

tangible and allows for students to juxtapose traditional historical narratives with 

community history. Teaching African American history through service learning is a 

partnership with the community. Service learning in this context is about “doing with” 

the community instead of “doing for” the community (Ward & Wendell, 2000). 

Collaboration with the community promotes a more liberating pedagogy for teachers and 

students. 

This service learning approach identifies historically rich communities. The 

objective is to learn about the area’s African American history and ask questions to local 

community representatives and research about the community’s legacy. An inquiry is 

sent to community representatives asking about the community’s needs. The purpose is to 

sustain and/or revitalize the community through service related activities. A service 

learning action plan is devised with community representatives to distinguish what 

service learning project should be accomplished. Examples of these projects could be 

revitalizing historic site, painting and cleaning community landmarks, or volunteering at 

community events such as Juneteenth. The students should have a deep understanding 

about the history of the project and why its important to the community.  Once the 

service learning is completed, both teacher and student critically reflect on the process. 

 Community education can help learning about African American history in three 

different capacities. First, community education allows students home community to be 

the focal point of African American history. This instructional tool provides students with 

a culturally relevant approach to history. Second, community education becomes real and 

tangible. Last, community education is liberating, as it is counter hegemonic and allows 
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for different epistemologies to be present as an important construct of history. The 

teacher of African American history should utilize community resources in order to 

provide a culturally relevant education to schoolchildren. Participating in community 

education bring a unique perspective to African American history and rich knowledge 

that deviates from the normal history teaching. 

Black studies approach 
Last, I recommend a Black studies approach when teaching and creating 

curriculum for African American history. A Black studies perspective helps illuminate a 

multifaceted critical analysis of African American history. A Black studies approach can 

be defined as a transdisciplinary endeavor that includes an African American history that 

is interrogated through various lenses such as the fields of psychology, sociology, gender 

studies, health, media, education, and arts to name a few. The Black studies approach 

allows persons to recognize that African American history is multilayered, fluid, and 

controversial. History in this sense, implicates a deeper and more critical purpose in 

approaching curriculum. 

Approaching African American history through a Black studies perspective 

“challenges Eurocentric intellectual and cultural hegemony” (King, 2004 p. 351). A 

Black studies approach is about creating a liberating curriculum that “offers the 

possibility of an epistemological critique of social reality and the social organization of 

knowledge” (King, 2004 p. 351). African American history through a Black studies lens 

is part of a social justice project that elevates the legitimacy of “blackness” and exposes 

historic and contemporary institutional barriers that reproduce societal inequalities.   
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An example of a Black studies approach to African American history can be 

examined through the “Great Migration” of African Americans. This period of time 

beginning in the early 1900’s and extending to the 1970’s, chronicled a time where 

approximately 6 million African American families moved from south to the northern 

and west in search of social, economic and political opportunity (Wilkenson, 2010). 

Through a Black studies perspective, the history of the Great Migration can integrate 

elements of race, political science and psychology. Students can learn about the 

institutionalized climate of racism and all of it manifestations in northern and western 

cities that discriminated against African Americans. These constructs can be seen through 

urban planning and development, health care, education, and racial violence. 

The increased numbers of African American voters helped created to black 

political machines in cities such as Cleveland, Detroit, and Chicago. Additionally, while 

the southern politicians disenfranchised African Americans, the north brought better 

opportunities for voting rights which led to increased voting power (Trotter, 1991). These 

two examples are only a sample of a Black studies approach in African American history. 

Other aspects of the Great Migration using a Black studies perspective can include topics 

such as the psychological and sociological elements of ghetto culture, urban decay, 

segregation and the rise of television representation, artistic expression, and economic 

sovereignty.  In addition, a Black studies approach provides a nexus between the 

historical event and the contemporary context.  

A Black studies approach to African American history also recognizes the ethnic 

diversity of Blackness to include not only Blacks born on U.S. soil but to include the 
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experiences of subgroups of Blacks that represent U.S. black community. Omi and 

Winant (1986) proposed that although White ethnic groups are considered distinct, Black 

ethnic groups are essentialized and are considered monolingual. By essentializing Black 

history, it is easy to refer to the Nation of immigrant thesis proposed by many 

conservative ideologues and neglects the distinct histories of people of color that 

distinguishes their experiences from Europeans (Omi and Winant, 1986). 

The experiences of Haitians, Black Mexicans, Black Cubans, Francophones, 

Jamaicans, Trinidadians, and others Black ethnic groups represent the divergent 

experiences of what is considered “Black” in U.S. society. By locating the ethnic 

diversity within Black history, teachers and students can investigate the ideas of the racial 

state and how race influenced historical events such as immigration, emigration, and the 

economics to various Black ethnic groups. 

Balancing critical African American history   
 

To be clear, although I advocate a critical disposition that explores ideas of race 

and hegemony, I do not subscribe to what many conservatives have termed the 

victimization narratives concerning African Americans.  According to conservatives, 

African American history has been relegated to stories about how the White majority 

took advantage of African Americans through slavery, Jim Crow laws, and racial 

violence (Beck, 2010). African American history through victimization is a collaboration 

of negative and egregious stories that show acts of violence, racially exclusionary laws, 

and the passivity of African Americans. Conservative arguments about victimization do 
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not focus on American ideas or the positive and inspiring stories of African Americans 

and families who despite oppression still succeeded. In addition, victimization narratives 

do not recognize the White Americans who fought the system of injustices; it just paints 

all White people as racist and part of the problem. Conservative ideologues believe that 

these negative stories disunite America and although they are willing to admit to 

injustices in the past, the democratic ideas of America typically prevailed and should be 

the dominate discourse relating to U.S. history.  These depictions can be seen by the way 

conservative and liberals have characterized the actions of Martin Luther King Jr and the 

bravery of African American soldiers during times of war.   

Although, I agree that African American history should not focus on the passivity 

of the African American community through acts of injustice, key to effective African 

American history is to express the various ways in which African Americans have been 

victimized through acts of aggression and racially exclusive policies. The teacher of 

Effective African American history has to be skilled to emphasize that at no time in 

history have African Americans been passive participants and idly stood by and did not 

respond to injustices (West, 1992). Framing American history in racial terms emphasizes 

the agency in which African Americans displayed in times of hardship. It details how 

African Americans resisted through everyday forms of resistance and how these acts 

were deliberate and not acts of passion or spur of the moment (Kelley, 1994; Manning, 

2002).    

Effective African American histories are principles to follow when trying to 

present a history that questions the power relations in history curriculum. Situating the 
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ideas of the racial state as the overwhelming theme of American history alters how U.S. 

history is taught. It recognizes the limits in democracy and provides opportunities for a 

multitude of narratives to be told in classrooms. It also allows for classroom teachers to 

present history holistically and focus on more topics about American democracy.  

RECOMMENDATIONS OF FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

There is much research that is needed to understand the complexities of teaching 

African American history and how teachers, administrators, university personnel, teacher 

education programs, and the public approach the dissemination of African American 

history knowledge. Below are a few recommendations of how the field of multicultural 

teacher education and the social studies can move forward a research agenda concerning 

African American history and all of its manifestations in schools and society.    

Conduct national studies about African American history  

 The data collection for this study is a small sample of how African American 

history is viewed by preservice teachers. A study that incorporates a larger and 

increasingly diverse data set of preservice and in-service teachers accompanied by a 

longer period of data collection (over the course of several years) may shed light on how 

African American history is viewed and taught in different geographical and 

socioeconomic contexts. This extension of research on African American history 

knowledge acquisition and pedagogy is important because it allows educators to view 

African American history as multifaceted and help educators and the public move beyond 
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a micro-level understanding of African American history and view the subject from a 

more complex temporal and spatial framework. As this study has illustrated, knowledge 

is influenced by sociocultural factors. A person’s knowledge is unique and complex 

based on lived experiences and further work that focuses on varied contexts can unveil 

the nuances and subtleties of a holistic African American history. 

Researchers can learn from organizations such as National Endowment for the 

Humanities about how professional developments can be implemented in local contexts. 

History teachers via the Landmarks of American history and Culture: Workshops for 

schoolteachers, receive a one-week academically intensive residency about the key ideas 

of American history. These workshops provide a focus on primary sources, documents, 

and scholarly works and are taught by leading history scholars around the country. Much 

of this knowledge includes key concepts about minority histories including African 

Americans.  

 A more specific workshop involving African American history is the summer 

professional development programs held by the Gilder Lehrman center for the study of 

slavery, resistance, and abolition, which is affiliated with Yale University.  Each summer 

a teacher workshop is devoted to study aspects of slave culture and resistance. These 

professional development opportunities allow teachers to interact with historians, 

archivists, and curriculum specialists in developing pedagogical techniques for 

introducing African American history themes in classrooms. In addition, the teachers will 

engage in lectures, readings, and primary source documents along with Saturday field 
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trips and professional development days, curriculum development workshops, teacher-

initiated history projects throughout the year.  

 These are only a few professional development opportunities around the country 

and it is essential that we study these sites to help us understand their effectiveness and 

how knowledge is acquired and implemented by teachers in classroom spaces. 

Additionally, there needs to be scholarship that examines how these teachers teach 

African American history. The scholarship is limited in typologies and theoretical 

constructions of African American history teaching. 

Examine the effectiveness and best practices of states with African American history 
curriculum mandates 
  

There are several states and one school district that require students to take an 

African American history course for graduation from high school. It may be assumed that 

these places have created a model for teaching African American history since there is a 

greater focus on the subject. Further research that examines state and district standards 

can benefit social studies scholars who can compare and contrast with the national NCSS 

standards. Additionally, empirical classroom studies on “master” teachers at local schools 

can help educators examine the practical dynamics and develop a framework of African 

American history teaching.  
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Examine how community based organizations and educators teach about African 

American history 

 Historically, African American history teaching occurred in local Black 

communities. Community educators would conduct these lessons at all black common 

schools, churches, community centers and other non-traditional spaces. These autodidacts 

had a vested interest in dissimilating African American history knowledge to African 

American children and adults because the local schools lacked quality instruction.   

Different African American communities, events, and sites still have autodidacts 

heavily invested in African American history teaching. These sites include community 

bookstores, community centers, churches, and African American historic tour events. It is 

important to study these teaching sites to be able to understand students’ community 

knowledge and juxtapose the differences with school knowledge. This understanding will 

allow teachers to be culturally responsive in their approach to social studies and history 

instruction. Additionally, autodidacts bring a nuanced knowledge that can aid educators 

to prepare lessons on African American history.  

More foundational research/ historiography about the purposes of African 

American history 

 There is a major gap in social studies and curriculum history about the role of 

African American educators and historians in the development of social studies 

education. Many African American educators spoke and wrote about the importance of 

studying African American history.  Historical research studies are needed to reveal how 
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African American history developed and how it influenced social studies in K-12 

schools. Social studies scholars conducting this research need to approach the topic 

through theory to get a more detailed understanding of what early African American 

history writers were trying to accomplish. Theoretically grounding African American 

history can provide social studies educators a guide to help understand the theoretical 

purposes of contemporary African American history.  

Examine African American history through various media sources  

 A major theme in the preservice teachers understanding about African American 

history came from their interactions with various media sources, namely television 

programing. Media has grown in recent years and there has been an attempt to infuse 

African American history in various media outlets. Television specials, facebook, and 

computer apps to name a few, have selections that focus on African American history. 

Since multicultural education is less emphasized in school settings, it stands to reason 

that many students may get their African American history knowledge from these sites. It 

is important for scholars to investigate and decipher these constructions to help school 

aged children and adults in understand African American history in various forms.   

As teacher educators and scholars, we still have much to do in both our research 

and our practice to promote critical African American history among our preservice and 

in-service teachers. I believe that a network of scholars and practitioners that truly believe 

and emphasize that African American history are important in our efforts for a liberating 
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curriculum can alter the ways in which African American history is taught both in 

classrooms and the public.    

CONCLUSION 

The teaching of African American history is a serious endeavor that has yet to be 

thoroughly explored through all of it manifestations. There seems to be an understanding, 

even it is a curriculum truce, that African American history is an important dynamic to 

American history. A quick Google search about African American history can yield 

thousands of student learning websites, school and community programs, corporations, 

and universities that attempt to help persons learn about African American history. Many 

state and local school districts require that these lessons be an integral part of the 

curriculum. Yet, each year there seems to be school cases where teachers’ application of 

a type of African American history pedagogy goes wrong.   

Students, parents, teachers, administrators, and the community are always harmed 

through these transgressions.  The popular solution to the problem seems to always 

eliminate the said educator or devise a diversity program that may not benefit the actually 

problem that occurred in the classroom. The key in teacher education and inservice 

teacher professional development is help teachers increase their knowledge in African 

American history to understand the dynamic ways race has operated in the U.S.  This 

knowledge, if done properly with the right amount of guidance, not only increases 

African American historical knowledge but it gives recognition to the ways in which 

individuals and different groups have been racialized throughout history.   

An African American history that emphasized critical aspects of history and 

unveils African American agency can be a transformational process for teachers. If the 
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excuses for these teachers and school administrators such as the case in North Carolina 

with the animal attire celebration of Black history month (Pfeiffer, 2012) or in Ohio and 

the slave auction class activity (Aker, 2010), is that these mishaps are innocuous attempts 

at presenting African American history, then we as teacher educators have a duty to 

respond and help teachers with understanding the dynamics of history and pedagogy.  If 

not, teachers who lack this knowledge will continue to harm and misinform school 

children about OUR history.  
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Appendix  

 

PRE-INTERVIEW PROTOCOL- PRE-INTERVIEW 
 

 

1. In your opinion, what were the most influential events in U. S history and why? 

2. How many United States history classes have you had? What were the titles and 

subject s explored in those classes.  

3. How was the historical experience of African Americans taught in those history 

classes? Who were the common African Americans taught during these classes? 

Which events were highlighted as important to the building of the United States? 

4. How many classes have you had concerning African American history (high 

school, college- intro and/or advance)? 

5. How has the African American experience been integrated in other social studies 

specific courses such as government, economics, and world geography 

6. Overall, what does African American history mean to the creation of the United 

States? How do you see African Americans in the framework of U.S history? 

7. In your opinion, is there any connection between the experiences of African 

Americans and you as a citizen? 

8. How has African American history shaped your understandings of Black 

Americans?  
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9. What other influences other than history classes inform your knowledge about 

African American history? Be specific (T.V, documentaries, trade books, internet, 

cooperative teacher, Black History Month). How has that shaped your 

understandings about African American history 

10. What are your understandings and/definitions of the following: 

a. Africans, African slave trade, middle passage and slave culture in the U.S 

b. Race, slavery and African American persons 

c. African American influences during and after reconstruction 

d. African Americans quest for full citizenship/ Quest for freedom 

e. African American women and their unique experiences 

f. Racial violence against African Americans (i.e. lynching) 

g. Influential African American civil rights icons (specifically pre 1960’s) 

h. Contemporary and historic racial issues 

 

11. How have you taught about African American related issues during the course of 

your teacher preparation program? 

12.  Are their any challenges that you may see teaching certain aspects (such racial 

violence) about African Americans during your practicum?  

13. What do you want to know about African American history? 

14. How would this new knowledge influence what you do as a teacher/ affect you as 

a person? 

15. How do you think this project will affect your instruction in the classroom? 
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16. In what ways have your cooperative teachers use race or the experiences of 

African Americans in their classrooms?  
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PROPOSED PROGRAM OF WORK FOR SECONDARY PRESERVICE TEACHERS 
  
Teaching race: 
Foundations and 
theoretical orientations in 
African American history 

Reconstruction and the 
Nadir 

20th century/Progressive 
era  

Jordan, W. D. (1974). The 
Whitman’s Burden: 
Historical origins of 
Racism in the United 
States. New York. Oxford 
University press. (Ch 1 pp. 
1-25).  
Grade 8 Objectives: 1 a&b, 
7c, 13b, 24c &d 
 

Fields, Barbara J. (1990). 
Slavery, Race and Ideology 
in the United States of 
America. New Left Review 
18, 1, 95-118. Grade 8 
Objectives: 1 a-c, 7c,13b, 
24c &d 
 
DuBois, W. E. B. (1953). 
The souls of Black folk. 
New York: The Blue 
Heron Press. (Ch. 1 pp. 1-
7)  Grade 11 Objective: 
2c, 4b 
 
Woodson, C. G. (1933). 
Mis-education of the 
Negro. Washington, DC: 
The Associated Publishers. 
(Preface and Ch. 1, pp. ix-
8). Grade 11 Objective: 
2c 
 
Epstein, T. (2009). 

Marable, Manning. 1991. 
Race, Reform, and 
Rebellion: The Second 
Reconstruction in Black 
America,1945–1990. 2nd 
Edition. London: University 
Press of Mississippi.( Ch1, 
pp 3-13, the legacy of the 
first reconstruction). Grade 
11 Objectives: 1a, 1b, 2c, 
10a, 11a, 21a & c 
 

Foner, Eric. 1988. 
Reconstruction, 1863–1877. 
New York: Harper and 
Row. (Chapter 7- Blueprint 
for a Republican South)  
Grade 8 Objectives: 9 a-c; 
Grade 11 Objectives: 1a, 
1b, 2c, 21a &c 
 
Gilje, Paul. Rioting in 
America. Bloomington: 
University of Indiana Press, 
1996. (Ch4 “The Tragedy 
of Race,” pp. 87-115) 
Grade 11 Objective: 2c 
 

SoRelle, J. (1983). The 
Waco Horror: The story of 
Jesse Washington. The 
Southwestern Historical 

Davis, A.(1983). Women, 
race and class. New York. 
Vintage. (Ch. 7 Women 
suffrage at the turn of the 
century: the rising influence 
of racism. pp. 110-126). 
        Grade 11 
Objective: 2c, 21c, 21d 
 
Payne, C (2004). Critique of 
the Traditional Narrative, In 
Deborah Menkart, Alana 
Murray & Jenice View 
(Eds.) Putting the Movement 
Back into Civil Rights 
Teaching, 11. Washington 
D.C: Teaching for change. 
Grade 11 Objectives: 7a, 
7b, 7c, 7d, 21a 
 
Dudziak, M. L.(2004). 
Brown as a Cold War case. 
Journal of American 
History, 91, 32-42. Grade 
11 Objectives 6g, 7a, 17a 
 

Alridge, Derrick P. (2006). 
The limits of master 
narratives in history 
textbooks: An analysis of 
representations of Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Teachers 
College Record, 108, 662-
686. Grade 11 Objective: 
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Interpreting National 
History: Race, Identity, and 
Pedagogy in Classrooms 
and Communities. New 
York: Routledge. ( Ch 1, 
pp 1-14)                            
Grade 11 Objective 18a  
 
James Anderson- 1994- 
How we learn race through 
history- in L. Kramer (ED). 
Learning history in 
America: Schools, culture 
and politics (pp. 87-106). 
Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota 
Press.  
 

Society, 86 (4), 517-536. 
Grade 11 Objective 2c 
 
Locke, Alain (ed) (1968 
[1925]) The New Negro. 
New York: Atheneum. 
(Introduction .pp 3-16). 
Grade 11 Objectives: 20b 
&21c 
 
Booker T. Washington- 
Atlanta Exposition Address 
Grade 11 Objective: 21a 
 
DuBois, W. E. B. (1953). 
The souls of Black folk. 
New York: The Blue Heron 
Press. ( Ch.3 pp. 25-35) 
Grade 11 Objective:  4b & 
21a 
 
 

7b 
 
Epstein, T. (2009). 
Interpreting National 
History: Race, Identity, and 
Pedagogy in Classrooms 
and Communities. New 
York: Routledge. ( ch 5, 
115-138) Grade 11 
Objectve: 18c 
 

Hall, J. (2005). The long 
Civil Rights Movement and 
the political uses of the past. 
Journal of American 
History, 91(4), 1233-1263. 
Grade 11 Objectives: 7a, 
7b, 7c, 7d, 18b, 21a 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 230 

 

PROPOSED READER FOR ELEMENTARY PRESERVICE TEACHERS 
 
 
 
Foundations, 
theoretical 
considerations and 
historical identity 
 

A peculiar 
Institution 
 

An American 
Dilemma and 
African American 
response 
 

Primary Sources  
 

Jordan, W. D. 
(1974). The 
Whitman’s Burden: 
Historical origins of 
Racism in the 
United States. New 
York. Oxford 
University press. 
(Ch 1 pp. 1-25). 

Berlin, Ira. (2010). 
The Making of 
African Americans. 
New York: Viking 
Press ( Ch. 2 pp 49-
98) 

Bennent, L. (1982). 
The Founding of 
Black America. In 
Bennent’s, Before 
the Mayflower pp. 
55-85). Middlesex, 
England: Penguin 
Books. 

David Walker’s 
Appeal 

DuBois, W. E. B. 
(1953). The souls of 
Black folk. New 
York: The Blue 
Heron Press. (Ch. 1 
pp. 1-7)  

Stamp, Kenneth 
(1956). The Peculiar 
Institution. New 
York: Vintage (Ch 1 
pp. 3-33) 

Foner, (2003). 
Blacks and the U.S 
Constitution. In 
Foner’s, Who Owns 
history (pp. 167- 
188). 

Booker T. 
Washington’s 
Atlanta 
Compromise 

Epstein, T. (2009). 
Interpreting 
National History: 
Race, Identity, and 
Pedagogy in 
Classrooms and 
Communities. New 
York: Routledge. ( 
Ch 1, pp 1-14)     

Stevenson, Brenda. 
Slavery. In Black 
women  

Berlin, Ira (2007). 
The Origins of the 
free Negro Caste 
System. In Berlin’s, 
Slaves without 
masters (pp. 15-49). 
New York: New 
York press.  

Ida B. Wells-
Barnett- excerpt 
from A Red Record 

James Anderson- 
1994- How we learn 
race through history- 
in L. Kramer (ED). 
Learning history in 
America: Schools, 
culture and politics 

Berlin and Morgan ( 
1993). Cultivation 
and culture: Labor 
and the shaping of 
slave life in the 
Americas. 
Charlottesville: 

Epstein, T. (2009). 
Interpreting 
National History: 
Race, Identity, and 
Pedagogy in 
Classrooms and 
Communities. New 

Fredrick Douglass 
 
What to the slave is 
the fourth of July 
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(pp. 87-106). 
Minneapolis, MN: 
University of 
Minnesota Press.  
 

University of 
Virginia Press 
(Introduction pp. 1-
45) 

York: Routledge. ( 
ch 5, 115-138) 

 Jordan, W.D. 
(1974). The 
Whiteman’s Burden: 
Historical origins of 
racism in the United 
States. New York. 
Oxford press ( Ch 2-
, pp26-66) 
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 SUGGESTED RESOURCES BY HISTORY AND EDUCATION PROFESSORS 
History 
scholar 

University 
affiliation 

Special title, research 
interest or course taught 

Suggested resources 

1. Derrick 
Alridge 
 
Professor 

University 
of Georgia Director of the Institute for 

African American Studies 
 

"Education, Schooling, and 
the Civil Rights Movement 
 
The School in US Society  
The Hip Hop Mind: History, 
Ideology, and Pedagogy  
 
Historiography and Historical 
Methods in Education  
 
Introduction to Qualitative 
Research Traditions  

Souls of Black folk by 
W.E.B. Dubois 
 
Miseducaiton of the 
Negro by Carter G. 
Woodson 
 
The limits of the master 
narrative by Derrick 
Alridge 
 
The rose that grew from 
concrete by Tupac 
 
* Personal contact 
 

2. Leonard   
Moore 
 
Professor 
 
Dissertations 
Committee 
member  

University 
of Texas 

 
Professor and Associate Vice 
President for Diversity 
 
Black Power Movement 
 
Inner City In Postwar America 
 
African -American Male In 
Postwar America  

Survey textbooks to help 
with context. 
 
 
* Personal contact 

3. Diana 
Berry 
 
Associate 
Professor 
 
 

University 
of Texas 

Antebellum Slavery 
 
Gender And Slavery In The 
US 
 
Domestic Slave Trade 

TEXTBOOKS 
 

Hine, African American 
Odyssey 
 

Franklin, From Slavery to 
Freedom 
 

RESOURCE BOOKS 
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(other than textbooks) 
 

Holt and Brown, Major 
Problems in African-
American History 
 

Black Leaders of the 19th 
Century 
 

Black Leaders of the 20th 
Century 
 
Reflections on the Black 
Woman's Role in the 
Community of Slaves 
Author 
 
 
 
* Personal contact 
 

4. Clayborne 
Carson 
 
Professor 

Stanford 
University 

Director, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Research and 
Education Institute  
 

 
African-American Lives, 
The Struggle for 
Freedom- pay close 
attention to bibliography 
 

5. Edward 
Rugemer 
 
Assistant 
Professor 

 

Yale 
University 

ReadingsComparativeSlavery  
 

Rise &Fall of Atlantic Slavery
  
AfricanAmericnHistory1500-
1888  

Redirected to historian, 
Hilary Moss, who had 
more expertise in a more 
specialized field 

6. Manning 
Marable 
 
Professor 
 
* Recently 
passed* 

Columbia 
University 

Professor of History and 
Political Science; Director, 
Institute for Research in 
African American Studies; 
Professor, Department of 
International and Public 
Affairs 

Race, Reform and 
Rebellion by Manning 
Marable 
 

Let Nobody Turn Us 
Around, an anthology of 



 234 

the black experience 

by Manning Marable 
 
* Several email 
correspondences  

7. Ray 
Gavins 
 
 
Professor 

Duke 
University African Americans Since 1865 

Race and Ethnicity 

Modern America, Afro-

American, and American 

South 
 
Post-Civil Rights Amer 

National Center for 
History in the Schools 
(NCHS) at UCLA 

OAH Magazine of 
History 
 

Consult Evelyn B. 
Higginbotham, sr. ed., 
The Harvard Guide to 

African American 
History, for books, book 
chapters, and journal 
articles. Also see her 
revised edition of John 
Hope Franklin's From 
Slavery to Freedom: A 
History of African 
Americans (2010). 
 

8. Heather 
Williams 
 
 
Associate 
Professor 

University 
of North 
Carolina 

U. S. History to the Civil War 

African-American History to 
1865 

Slavery and Place: The South 
Carolina Case 

 Slavery into Freedom 
 

Domination and Resistance 
in American Slavery 

Walter Johnson, Soul by 
Soul, 

Peter Wood, Black 
Majority 

Frederick Douglass, 
Narrative of the Life of 
Frederick Douglass 

Harriet Jacobs, Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl 

David Walker, David 
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African American Life and 
Culture in Slavery 

Walker’s Appeal 

Confessions of Nat 
Turner 

Documenting the 
American South—
website—full text of 
more than 100 slave 
narratives 

“Slavery and the Making 
of America”—
Documentary 

 
9. Francoise 
Hamlin 
 
Assistant 
Professor 

Brown 
University Rethinking the Civil Rights 

Movement 

African American History 
Since Emancipation to the 
Present 

Readings in Twentieth 
Century African American 
History 

Autobiography of the Civil 
Rights Movement 

Formation of Modern 
American Culture 

Social Change in the 1960s 

The Black Freedom Struggle 
Since 1945 

Racializing Britain From 
World War II To The Present 

PRIMARY SOURCE 
Teach American History 
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10. Donna 
Murch 
 
 
Associate 
Professor 

Rutgers 
University African American History II 

 

Postwar Youth Culture From 
Hip Hop to Crack 
 

Postwar America: Race, 
Identity and Policing 
 

The Black Panther Party and 
American Social Movements 
 

History of Blacks in Urban 
America 
 

History of the Long Sixties, 
U.S. Colloquium 
 

Problems and Directed 
Readings in African American 
History 
 

Contact Yohuru 
Williams- better able to 
help in my research 

11. 
Stephanie 
Shaw 
 
Associate 
Professor 

Ohio State 
University African American History  

United States Since 1877 
 
 

Begin search through the 
Journal of Negro 
Education 

12. Albert 
Broussard  
 
Professor 

Texas A & 
M African-American History 

 

Recent U.S. History 
 

Urban History 
 

Comparative Slavery 

Blackpast.org 
 

Library of Congress  
 

Suggested some topics 
inservice teachers are 
interested in concerning 
African American 
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Western History 
 
Family History 

history- slavery, 
reconstruction and Civil 
rights  
 
 
* Personal contact  

13. Claude 
Andrew 
Clegg 
 
Professor 
 

Indiana 
University The African Diaspora of the 

Atlantic world 
 

Social movements 
 
African Americans in the U.S. 
South 

Wrote in support of my 
project. 

14. Amrita 
Myers 
 
Assistant 
Professors 

Indiana 
University African American History- to 

1865 
 

African American History- 
1865 to the Present 
 

From Jezebel to Welfare 
Queen: Images of Black 
Women in U.S. History 
 

Sex, Lies, and Diaries: Untold 
Southern Stories 

 

U.S. Survery- to 1865 

Graduate: 

Black Women in American 
History 
 

Eyes on the Prize; 
Africans in America; and 
Glory 
s 
http://withoutsantuary.org 
 
* Attached reading list 
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Women of the African 
Diaspora 
 

15. Quintard 
Taylor 
 
Professor 

University 
of 
Washington 

Survey of U.S History History 
of African Americans in the 
West 
 
20th century African American 
history 
 
Race and ethnicity in the 
urban west 
 
African American urban 
history 
 

(www.blackpast.org 

16. Kevin 
Gaines 
 
 
Professor 

University 
of Michigan U.S. and African American 

intellectual and cultural 
history;  
 

race and gender politics in 
post-World War II America;  
 

African American cultural 
production; the global 
dimensions of U.S. struggles 
over the meaning of 
citizenship 
 

Teaching American 
History  
 

Some of the major 
foundations--Rockefeller, 
Mellon, NEH, others 
have sponsored 
professional development 
workshops 
 
The Public Historian  

17. Asante 
Molefi 
 
Professor 

Temple 
University Seminar on Cheikh Anta Diop 

 

Ancient Egyptian Language 
and Culture 
 

 Seminar in Nile Valley 
Civilizations 
 

www.Asante.net  
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The Afrocentric Idea 
 

African Civilization 
 

 African Religions 
 

Readings in African American  

Social and Political Thought 

 
 Dimensions of Racism 
 

18. Gary B. 
Nash 
 
Professor 
Emeritus  

University 
of 
California- 
Los Angeles 

Early American History; 
Director, National Center for 
History in the Schools; Race 
and Class in Early American 
History 

African American Lives: 
The Struggle for Freedom 
 

National History 
Standards, revised ed. 
(1996) 
 

19. Allyson 
Hobbs 
 
 
Assistant  
Professor 

Stanford 
University 

African American Women’s 
Lives  
 
Race, Class and Gender in Jim 
Crow America 
(Undergraduate Colloquium; 
taught Winter 2009)  
 
Racial Identity in the 
American Imagination  
 
American Identities: Research 
Seminar in the Major  
 
From Freedom to Freedom 
Now: African American 
History 
 

Contact Leah Gordon  
 

• Attached class 
syllabus 
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20. Sundiata 
Cha-Jua 
 
Associate 
Professor 

University 
of Illinois Director, African American 

Studies & Research Program, 

Undergraduate:  
 
African American History,  
 
Black Freedom 
Movement, 1955-present  
 
Film and the African 
American Experience; History 
of Black Nationalism and 
Radicalism, History of African 
Civilizations; 
 
The Origin of Race and 
Racism in the United States;  
 
Historical Methods; 
 
Historical Research; 
Introduction to African 
American Studies; U.S. 
History; 1877-P. 
 
Graduate: Seminar in African 
American Urban History 
 
Origin of Race and Racism in 
the United States; and Seminar 
in the 
History of the Black Freedom 
Movement. 
 

• Attached three 
class syllabi 

•  

21. Adriane 
Lentz-Smith 
Assistant 
Professor 

Duke 
University United States History,  

 

African American History,  
 
African Americans and the 
World 

Gilder-Lehrman Institute 
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