
 
 

Upper School offers new elective:  
African-American History: c. 1400-1914 

 
Last week we shared about the idea of identity, perception, and the danger of a single story. This 
week we are highlighting a new upper school elective: African-American History: c. 1400-1914. There 
is no one narrative or singular African American experience. This course helps to examine the 
shaping of the United States through multiple African American perspectives. Students learn about the 
past while concurrently making connections to the present.  
 
Course Overview: A dedicated course on African-American History may make it seem as though it is a 
separate topic from the rest of North America’s history when, in fact, understanding the history of 
African-Americans is fundamental to understanding the history of the continent.  The course will be 
taught chronologically from the impact of Africans on trade in the Atlantic Littoral, up to the start of the 
First World War. Sources have an emphasis on black authors and black voices. We focus on nine 
history and social studies skills, as well as examining Detroit’s place in African-American History. 
 
A text being used for part of the course is, Many Thousands Gone: The first two centuries of slavery in 
North America by Ira Berlin and will take students up until the Civil War. The class does not focus 
solely on slavery nor view the experiences of African Americans as a pity story. “The slaves’ history - 
like all human history - was made not only by what was done to them but also by what they did for 
themselves” (Berlin 2). 
 
From a historian’s perspective, many different primary sources will be reviewed and used. For 
example, slavery was a business and freed people conducted/owned businesses, many which have 
economic records. As the course reaches the abolition time period students will examine the role of 
slave narratives and how they influenced change (Harriet Jacobs and Fredrick Douglass just to name 
a couple). The objective of reading the narratives is to understand what people were writing, why they 
were writing, and if they were successful in their goals. Eventually students will spend time 
researching Reconstruction and will each come up with a different term for Reconstruction that they 
think better fits based on their findings.  
 
One of the very first assignments students completed this fall was generating questions they had 
about African American history. Approximately thirty questions were generated which will be referred 
back to throughout the course. Students have already been connecting what they are learning and 
studying to what they see around them. A few examples are the NBA boycott/labor strike, movie 
depictions like The Hate You Give, and ongoing protests for racial justice. One of the great things 
about this course is the way it integrates different facets of learning - providing multiple perspectives 
which can build empathy and compassion, opportunities for critical thinking and analytical writing, and 
giving students agency in their learning.  


