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Introduction


Using the North Carolina United States History curriculum, I conducted an evaluation of the curriculum using a feminist lens, focusing mainly on the Civil Rights Movement.  Instead of researching why women’s voices are largely excluded from the curriculum, I wanted to know how I could include women’s narratives in a history that reflects mostly male experiences.  My research question asked, “What kind of strategies and resources can I use to include women’s voices in the common civil rights narrative that is presented in the NC US History curriculum?” 

Rationale and Other Relevant Literature
Upon entering North Carolina State University in the fall of 2006, I was certain that I wanted to study history in preparation for becoming a teacher.  My first year of courses in the humanities, mainly history, were familiar as they followed the same survey course characteristics that my high school history classes displayed.  When I was in sophomore standing, my degree audit required an entry level sociology course.  I had never been exposed to sociology and was interested in the idea of exploring a new topic.  I enjoyed the introductory level course as it exposed me to sociological concepts that had never crossed my mind, including the development of gender.  Upon the end of the course, my interest in gender influenced me to take a women’s history course.  From that point, I concentrated my historical studies in women’s and gendered courses.  I would be lying if I said that I did not have the urge to change my major from history to women’s studies several times.

As I reflected on my dilemma, I found the problem at the core of my predicament.  Why did I have to wait until university to be exposed to women’s narratives?  If I had previous knowledge from my secondary social studies courses about women’s voices, maybe I would have decided not to pursue a major in history, but rather a women’s and gender studies major; or at least I would have graduated high school with a gender-balanced view of historical issues. 

The current curriculum used in NC, and I assume most states, presents history through a narrative that largely favors a male experience, focusing mainly on political and military history (Noddings, 1992).  For example, the North Carolina Standard Course of Study (NCSCOS) for US History devotes an entire competency goal to World War II, however does not mention women or the role they played during this period in the objectives, essentially deeming this aspect of American history as unimportant (NCDPI NCSCOS, 2007).  Textbooks also do not provide venues for women’s voices.  When women do appear in textbooks, they are often visible in pictures, even when the images have little or nothing to do with the text (Noddings, 1992).  If women find their way into text, they are found in sub-headings for chapters, implying that they are apart from the more important historical narrative (Frederickson, 2004).
Like me, most students are not introduced to the women’s history or female perspectives until post-secondary education, if they are exposed at all (Cruz & Groendal-Cobb, 1998).  If the gender-bias is obviously an issue, why do teachers continue to exclude women’s voices in their classroom?  Many and most teachers feel ill-equipped to teach about women due to lack of knowledge on women’s history (Cruz & Groendal-Cobb, 1998).  To add to this predicament, the NCSCOS, the supplemental documents, and pacing guides do not allow for much deviation from the established curriculum, making it difficult to find time to include women.  Also, funding for training on women’s history and administration support are scarce for many teachers interested in including women in their classrooms (Cruz & Groendal-Cobb, 1998).  The results of my research will hopefully provide courage to teachers who feel unprepared to teach about women.

I chose to focus my research on the civil rights era for several reasons.  The narrative in which civil rights is taught is ingrained in students’ minds from a very young age.  It depicts Martin Luther King Jr. as the ultimate and only leader, while presenting Rosa Parks as the only noteworthy female in the movement.  Students’ education on this era is glossed over, excluding many major details, such as events and people.  Students today see the civil rights era as an abstract period of time that began in 1954 (Brown v Board of Education) and ended in 1968 (the assassination of Dr. King), and occurred specifically in the southern United States.  Black, as well as white, students do not fully understand that far reaching effects of this long civil rights struggle that still affects their lives today.   In the 2007-08 and 2008-09 academic years, female students and black students both scored below average on the EOC for US History in Wake County, NC (Wake County Public School System, 2009). Historically, female students of all ethnic groups do not succeed in social studies courses to the same extend as their male counterparts.  Also, black students as well as other minorities do not achieve the same results as their white counterparts.  By focusing my research to tackle the issue of minority as well as women’s history, I hope to develop strategies that can foster an interest in history for black students and females.

Methodology: Data Collection and Analysis


My research was unique as it did not focus on student achievement or behavior, but rather the curriculum that is implemented to teach students the knowledge that the state deems important.  The materials I used to conduct my research were the NCSCOS for US History, the NC Department of Instruction (NCDPI) United States History Curriculum Support Document, and two US History textbooks currently used in Wake County.
Findings

Each resource I studied provided different and useful information in preparation to answering my research question.
US History NCSCOS

The first thing I wanted to know was how much weight the curriculum gave to Civil Rights history.  I found the civil rights unit under Competency Goal 11: Recovery, Prosperity, and Turmoil (1945-1980) – “The learner will trace economic, political, and social developments and assess their significance for the lives of Americans during this time period” (NCDPI NCSCOS, 2007). Within this goal, the Civil Rights Movement is covered in Objective 11.02: “Trace major events of the Civil Rights Movement and evaluate its impact” (NCDPI NCSCOS, 2007). Women are not mentioned Objective 11.02 but will be expanded on in the NCDPI US History Support Document.  In all, the NCSCOS revealed that the Civil Rights Movement is allotted only one objective within the curriculum. 
NCDPI US History Support Document

This resource is helpful as it expands on the goals and objectives set forth in the NCSCOS, giving teaches a variety of ideas and suggestions that can help in the classroom.   For Competency Goal 11 and Objective 11.02, the document asks three essential questions: 1) How did the Civil Rights Movement change America? 2) To what degree has equality been achieved in America? 3) How did the philosophical shift towards more militant tactics impact the outcome of the Civil Rights Movement (NCDPI Support Document, 2007)?  This resource also outlines key terms and important people covered in the unit.  Of the 8 individuals named, only one is a woman: Rosa Parks.  In the suggested resources, documents and primary sources surrounded Dr. King are presented, serving to reinforce the patriarchal tone of the movement (NCDPI Support Document, 2007).
Textbooks

I chose two textbooks that are currently used in Wake County schools, Prentice Hall's United States History and McDougal Littell's The Americans.  I evaluated each textbook on how the authors approached women, specifically which women were mentioned.  The woman most commonly mentioned was Rosa Parks, as both texts classified her as a “key term.”  United States History only mentioned two other women, Ella Baker and Fannie Lou Hamer, each of which were named only in passing (Lapsansky-Werner, Levy, Roberts, & Taylor, 2009).  The historical accurateness in which these women were presented was disappointing.  Parks was portrayed as an old woman who was too tired to leave her seat, therefore spontaneously sparking the Montgomery Bus Boycott, which is historically incorrect however follows the common civil rights narrative taught to students.

The Americans proved more gender-balanced, but the focus remained on Rosa Parks as the most influential female player in the movement.  However, the authors also mention Jo Ann Robinson and correctly connect her involvement, with the help of the Women’s Political Council and E.D. Nixon, to helping spark and spread the Montgomery Bus Boycott with Rosa Parks (Danzer, Klor de Alva, Krieger, Wilson, & Woloch, 2008).  Other women mentioned include Ella Baker, Fannie Lou Hamer, Alice Walker, and Shirley Chisholm. 

Both texts commit what Frederickson and Noddings claim as a common mistake: display women in pictures, while often having little connection to the written text (Frederickson, 2004; Noddings, 1992).  For example, United States History shows the picture of a young women holding a picket sign several times throughout the text, however never connects women and the role they played in protesting (Lapsansky-Werner, Levy, Roberts, & Taylor, 2009).  Even the unit cover page for the Civil Rights Movement depicts three women holding hands in song while protesting among white police, yet the text does not elaborate on women’s involvement or the power of song (Lapsansky-Werner, Levy, Roberts, & Taylor, 2009).  It seems that when women are presented, it remains visually, to give the appearance that women are part of the narrative.  The Americans seems to avoid this fate, and uses images carefully to prove points mentioned in the text, rather than add visual appeal.

Ideally, given the choice to pick which textbook I would want to use in my classroom, I would choose The Americans.  The authors were careful in choosing the images presented while also portraying more women than the other text, while presenting them in a historically accurate light.
Discussion
When educators feel ready to step outside the existing curriculum, a plethora of resources wait to help them.  First, a teacher’s best friend is the internet.  A magnitude of online resources rests at teachers’ fingertips.  The website www.civilrightsteach.org provides lessons and handouts on topics including the Montgomery Bus Boycott and women in the Civil Rights Movement.   The website also offers a staff development lesson that debunks civil rights myths as well as prepares teachers to revise the master narrative.  Civilrightsteaching.org represents only one half of the resource as the site should be paired with the book, Putting the Movement Back into Civil Rights Teaching: A Resource Guide for Classrooms and Communities (Menkart, Murray, & View, 2004).  The book contains articles written by various educators and historians concerning their experiences teaching and studying civil rights.  One of the most valuable lessons provided is titled “Women’s Work: The Untold Story of the Civil Rights Movement,” as it introduces students to women in the civil rights struggle, the Chicano Movement, the women’s liberation movement, and the American Indian Movement (Menkart, Murray, & View, 2004).  The National Women’s History Project (www.nwhp.org) represents another online source that can aid in the endeavor of teaching women during the Civil Rights Movement and in American history.  The site provides interesting ideas on how to incorporate women in everyday teaching of American history. 

While traditional lessons concerning requiring students to research and construct a final project tend to prove boring and out-dated, a new revolution concerning Web 2.0 Tools has come to the educational forefront.  For example, assign students a noteworthy female figure that is commonly excluded from the master narrative and create:

· An interactive online poster using www.gloster.com
· An animated comic strip using www.toondoo.com or www.goanimate.com
· An image-oriented presentation using the student’s recorded voice at www.voicethread.com
· A movie incorporating images, video clips, text, and music using www.animoto.com
Researching and using online tools creates experiences that help build an arsenal of 21st Century Skills that are required to succeed in today’s world.  Not only will lessons that incorporate Web 2.0 tools ready students for a globalized world, but make learning more enjoyable and engaging for students.  These tools make breaking away from the civil rights master narrative easy and exciting.


Scholarship on revising the master or classical narrative of the civil rights movement proves recently popular.  One such book, Teaching the American Civil Rights Movement: Freedom’s Bittersweet Song, provides a collection of essays on the importance of dismantling the current narrative while viewing the movement through a feminist lens (Armstrong, Edwards, Roberson, & Williams, 2002).  Though too complex for students, teachers will gain a great wealth of knowledge from the articles, most written by educators with accompanying course syllabi.  


Finally, the accredited PBS documentary series Eyes on the Prize invites students to explore the history of civil rights though an age-appropriate yet historically accurate lens.  The documentary series introduces students to topics including the Montgomery Bus Boycott, accurately detailing the true story behind Rosa Parks.  The series not only provides students an accurate view of Parks, but also introduces Jo Ann Robinson, Fannie Lou Hamer, Septima Clark, Angela Davis, and Shirley Chisholm.  PBS offers several lessons in conjunction with the series on their website.  Along with the series and the online resources, Eyes on the Prize also offers a book of primary documents, speeches, interviews, and court interviews titled The Eyes on the Prize Civil Rights Reader: Documents, Speeches, and Firsthand Accounts from the Black Freedom Struggle (Carson, Garrow, Gill, Harding, & Hine, 1991).

Conclusion

There remains a tendency to teach civil rights through a masculine lens, allowing the narrative to reflect a male experience.  Studying the curriculum, resource guide, and currently used textbooks has allowed me to analyze and assess the lack of women’s voices.  The resources I have presented have broadened my knowledge on the female presence in the movement, and I am certain that these sources will prove helpful to teachers that are unfamiliar with incorporating women in the current curriculum.  While I focused on including women in the civil rights unit, this study should serve as a microcosm for including women’s voices in the US History curriculum as a whole.
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