
African American Studies 
 

Course Description: 

Through your studies of American literature and history in Literary Explorations I and II and 

American Studies, you have encountered some African American writers and historical figures, 

probably including Phyllis Wheatley, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Lorraine Hansberry, Martin Luther 

King, Jr., and even some writers of the Harlem Renaissance.  In this course, we will build on that 

knowledge, discovering and focusing on the African American experience, the lived and literary 

identities it creates, and the historical context for all of this.   

 

In this survey course, you will sample from a range of genres, including short fiction, novels, 

non-fiction, slave narratives, essays, and even oral literatures like songs and folktales. Many of 

these writings helped shape American history, from slavery and Civil War to Reconstruction, to 

the struggle for Civil Rights and Black Lives Matter. 

 

By the end of this course, you will have a better understanding of African American literature 

and its principle concerns with identity, equality, and freedom.  You will also have knowledge of 

the black contribution to American history. While building on the skills of close reading, critical 

thinking, and persuasive writing you have developed in the English and history core courses, you 

will also contemplate how these writers reiterate, revise, and reflect on one another and how their 

ideas connect to broader trends and topics in literature and the world, not about race only, but 

about gender, education, and class, as well. 

 

Students will be taking the course for either history or English credit and their choice will affect 

which assignments will be completed and which grading scheme will be utilized. 

 

 

I N S T R U C T O R S :  

Dr. Kotlarczyk     Dr. Eric Smith 

Office A116       A128C 

Telephone number: 907-5888    907-5853 

Email addresses: akotlarczyk@imsa.edu  esmith@imsa.edu 

 

 

Meeting Days, Time and Room(s) 

TBD 

 

Text(s) / Materials: 

You will be expected to bring your current reading packets (critical essays, short stories, and 

novellas), whether in paper or .pdf form, to class, and your copies of our core texts as we read 

and discuss them: 

 

Computers will be used regularly, as this class strives to be paper-free (as much as can be done 

practically), so be sure to bring it and your power supply regularly.  Also, a copy of whatever our 

current reading is (when available in print) and a writing utensil for marking that reading are 

crucially important.     

mailto:akotlarczyk@imsa.edu
mailto:esmith@imsa.edu


 

Essential Content: 

English Learning Standards: 

 

This course will focus on a range of concepts central to the English team learning standards, but 

most particularly: 

G. Students studying English at IMSA will use spoken, written, and visual language to 

accomplish their own purposes (e.g. for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of 

information) by: [NCTE-12] 

G.7 writing in both expressive and transactional modes. [SSL-I.A, IV.B] 

 

History Learning Standards: 

Analyze the complexity of constructing public policy in an atmosphere of ethical pluralism. 

 

Examine the nature of political and economic power, its sources and its justification, and its 

relationship to dominant ideologies. 

 

Students studying history and social science at IMSA evaluate the roles of different groups in the 

political institutions and social fabric of multicultural societies over time 

 

Express both written and oral opinions clearly and elegantly and defend them with the use of 

primary evidence. 

 

Instructional Design and Approach: 

Literature is, at its core, an articulation of the history of ideas. As such, it is both part and product 

of history, anthropology, philosophy, art, psychology, science, and other fields. Our examination 

of literature – both fiction and nonfiction - will thus study it through these various lenses, while 

also fostering an appreciation for its aesthetic value and approach. We will explore literature 

through reading, writing, discussing, researching, and – sometimes – performing it. Activities 

and assignments will range from individual to small group to broad class discussion. With every 

reading, students should challenge themselves to consider three questions: do I like this, what 

does this mean, and why is it important today? 

 

Students will gain a richer historical understanding for the production of this literature as well as 

the context for a number of other key events in American history.  

 

Participation  
My expectation is that, at least once per class, you voluntarily respond to a question or comment from 

your teacher or another student. I want this class to be based on your questions and discussions about 

them. As to why participation in class is important beyond your grade, consider these statements from 

some of today’s business leaders: 

 

“We are routinely surprised at the difficulty some young people have in communicating: verbal skills, 

written skills, presentation skills. They have difficulty being clear and concise; it’s hard for them to create 

focus, energy, and passion around the points they want to make.” 



-- Mike Summers, VP for Global Talent Management at Dell 

 

“I want people who can engage in good discussion—who can look me in the eye and have a give and 

take. All of our work is done in teams. You have to know how to work well with others. But you also have 

to know how to engage customers—to find out what their needs are. If you can’t engage others, then you 

won’t learn what you need to know.” 

-- Clay Parker, engineer and president of the Chemical Management Division of BOC Edwards 

 

“People who’ve learned to ask great questions and have learned to be inquisitive are the ones who move 

the fastest in our environment because they solve the biggest problems in ways that have the most impact 

on innovation.” 

-- Mike Summers, VP for Global Talent Management at Dell 

 

All quotations taken from “Rigor Redefined” (2008) by Tony Wagner of the Harvard Graduate School of 

Education. 

 

Notes… 

I expect you to take notes in this class. If I think a topic is important enough to put on the board, or to 

have groups research and present, it’s probably important enough to be on an assessment and something I 

expect you to know. It would also be wise to take notes as you read. 

 

…and Laptops 
The default position for your laptop in this class is closed. This means, from the moment class starts, 

unless I ask you to use it, I don’t expect to see it open. We will use the laptops frequently for in-class 

work and research and even for online readings, but to the greatest extent possible, this will be a laptop-

free class. Here’s why: 

Researchers have repeatedly found that students who use laptops in class learn less than their 

“disconnected” peers (see Cornell’s 2003 study “The Laptop and the Lecture”). Studies at Princeton and 

the University of California have found students who take notes on laptops performed worse on 

evaluations such as quizzes than those who took notes by hand “even when laptops are used solely to take 

notes, they may still be impairing learning because their use results in shallower processing” (“The Pen is 

Mightier than the Keyboard,” 2014). 

But laptop use in class harms more than just the user – it also negatively impacts students seated 

nearby. Sana, Weston, et al (2013) found that: 

participants who multitasked on a laptop during a lecture scored lower on a test compared 

to those who did not multitask, and participants who were in direct view of a multitasking 

peer scored lower on a test compared to those who were not. The results demonstrate that 

multitasking on a laptop poses a significant distraction to both users and fellow students 

and can be detrimental to comprehension of lecture content. 

Therefore, I require that you please keep your laptop closed during class unless you have been 

specifically asked to use it, and I would encourage you to keep it closed in other classes, as well. 

If you have a special need that requires accommodation in this area, please see me. 

 

 

 

Student Expectations: 

To succeed in this class, you must: arrive on time, be prepared by having read AND prepared to 

discuss or ask questions about the assigned materials (not just online summaries), be active in 

discussion, and demonstrate originality, thorough research, and comprehensive thought on 

papers and assignments. Being funny doesn’t hurt, either. 



 

 

ENGLISH CREDIT: Course Work / Assessment: 

 

 

Writing (60%) 

 Slave Narrative Essay (15%) 

 Abolitionism Essay (15%) 

 Harlem Renaissance/Jazz Age Essay (15%) 

 Final Essay (15%) 

 

Harlem Renaissance-Black Arts Presentations (10%) 

 

Participation (20%)    

   

Reading Quizzes (10%) 

 

  

HISTORY CREDIT: Course Work / Assessment: 

 

Students taking the course for history credit. 

 

Writing (59%) 

 Slave narrative essay (13%) 

 Abolitionism essay (13%) 

 Harlem Renaissance/Jazz Age research paper (20%) 

 Final essay (13%) 

 

Harlem Renaissance-Black Arts Presentations (11%) 

 

Participation (20%)    

   

Reading Quizzes (10%) 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 Sequence of Topics and Activities 

 

 

Orality 

Ice Breaker: Charlottesville and McKay https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44694/if-

we-must-die (since from 1919, why a century later is this unchanged?) 

https://allpoetry.com/To-The-White-Fiends 

 

Week One: Selected spirituals, work songs, and folktales, Black Indians, African diaspora. 

Hughes Slavery 

 

Define Racism: (essentialism and hierarchy) 

 

Slave Narratives 

Weeks 2-3 Jigsaw approach to narratives can also use WPA oral histories 

Equiano 

Autobiography of Frederick Douglass  

Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 

Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 

Mary Prince 

12 Years a Slave http://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/northup/northup.html 

Plantations exercise 

 

Abolition 

 

The 19th Century: Abolition and Reconstruction 

Week 4 through 7:  

English Students read: Colson Whitehead, The Underground Railroad 

 

History students read: 

Frederick Douglass “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July, an Address Delivered in Rochester, 

New York, on July 5, 1852”; Sojourner Truth “Ain’t I a Woman?”  

Booker T. Washington, selections from Up From Slavery: “The Struggle for an Education” 

WEB Du Bois from The Souls of Black Folk “Of the Training of Black Men” and “Of the  

Passing of the First-Born Document selections 

http://www.eiu.edu/eiutps/underground_railroad_set.php 

http://pathways.thinkport.org/library/documents.cfm 

David Walker’s Appeal 

Maria Stewart, Essays 

 

Radical Reconstruction 

 

Without Sanctuary: 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44694/if-we-must-die
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44694/if-we-must-die
https://allpoetry.com/To-The-White-Fiends
http://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/northup/northup.html
http://www.eiu.edu/eiutps/underground_railroad_set.php
http://pathways.thinkport.org/library/documents.cfm


http://withoutsanctuary.org/main.html 

 

Jim Crow Museum: 

http://www.ferris.edu/news/jimcrow/picaninny/more/016.htm 

 

Brooklyn Museum: Legacy of Lynching 

 

LA Riots book and #BLM 

 

Interdisciplinary discussions: English and history students compare and contrast literature 

and the history 

 

The Harlem Renaissance, and the Black Arts Era  

Week Eight through Ten:  

English Students read: Alain Locke, “The New Negro”; Hughes, Baldwin, McKay, Bontemps 

 

 

History students read:  

Reading: Gioia on New Orleans 

Ida B. Wells, Southern Horrors and Other Writings  

Jazz age research paper 

 

Student Presentations 

 

Civil Rights 

Weeks Eleven to Thirteen: 

English students read: Wright, Black Boy (excerpts) 

Short Fiction: Morrison, Ellison, Walker 

 

History students read: 

Autobiography of Malcolm X (excerpts) 

Martin Luther King, Jr. “A Time to Break Silence” 

George Jackson, Soledad Brother 

 http://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/soledadbro.html#DIV7 

Angela Davis 

 https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2012.60.8 

 https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/black-panthers/ 

 

Bell Hooks, “Black Women: Shaping Feminist Theory” 

Barbara Ransby and Tracye Matthews, “Black Popular Culture and the Transcendence of  

Patriarchal Illusions” 

 

Do the Right Thing? (one week) 

Hurricane Katrina 

 

Modern Contexts: Katrina to #BlackLivesMatter 

http://withoutsanctuary.org/main.html
http://www.ferris.edu/news/jimcrow/picaninny/more/016.htm
http://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/soledadbro.html#DIV7
https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2012.60.8
https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/workers/black-panthers/


Weeks Fourteen through Seventeen: 

English students read: Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God OR Jesmyn Ward,  

Salvage the Bones 

 

History students read: 

Ben Casselman, “Katrina Washed Away New Orleans’s Black Middle Class” 

Sarah Lowe, Kara Lustig, Helen Marrow, “African American Women’s Reports of Racism  

during Hurricane Katrina: Variation by Interviewer Race,”New School Psychol Bull.  

2011; 8(2): 46–57. 

Ismail K. White, Tasha S. Philpot, Kristin Wylie and Ernest McGowen, “Feeling the Pain of My  

People: Hurricane Katrina, Racial Inequality, and the Psyche of Black America,” Journal  

of Black Studies 37, No. 4, Katrina: Race, Class, and Poverty (Mar., 2007), pp. 523-538.  

Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic 

 

March  

 

Interdisciplinary discussions: Reader’s Circle with English students comparing works but 

also history students offering comparisons and contrasts with the history as well. 

 


