
America in Black and White? Contemporary US Race and Racism in Historical Context (15 CATS, Year 2) 

Dr Lydia Plath, University of Warwick 

Link to module webpage: https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/history/students/modules/hi2b1  

Link to reading list (I think this is publicly available?): https://warwick.rl.talis.com/modules/hi2b1.html  

This module, which runs as a 2-hour weekly seminar over 10 weeks, is deliberately designed with anti-racism at 
its heart, and it has been consistently popular with students, and especially students of colour, for that reason. 
In this module, students are not only included and respected: they are empowered.  

The module was born in 2017, in the wake of the election of Trump and the renewed urgency for historians to 
comment on, and engage with, present-day concerns. Its purpose is to take contemporary issues, framed 
broadly around “race” in the United States, and to ask students to consider them from a historical perspective, 
giving much needed context to the present moment. Historians, the module argues, cannot bury ourselves in 
the past, but must answer W. E. B. Du Bois’ 1919 question: “What with all my dreaming, studying, and teaching 
was I going to do in this fierce fight?” 

In the first iteration of the module, in 2017-18, I chose key topics that I thought students would find important: 
mass incarceration, Black Lives Matter, and so on. However, based on student feedback, from 2018 onwards I 
have reshaped the module as a negotiated curriculum, in which at the beginning of the term, the students 
propose, and then choose, the set of topics that they wish to explore. In 2019-20, we explored racial capitalism, 
colourism, white nationalism, environmental racism, cultural appropriation, racism in healthcare, affirmative 
action, immigration, voting rights, Black Lives Matter, and police brutality.  

My approach is based explicitly in an anti-racist pedagogy, in which the power to decide what we learn is 
handed to the students, and they are empowered to challenge the (racial) status quo. In ‘normal’ times we do 
this in the first seminar of the module. Collectively we create a list of topics, with each student given the 
opportunity to explain why they think their suggestion is worthy of study. Then a round of voting begins, 
students putting their hands up to indicate which topics they want to prioritise. Every time I have done this it 
has resulted in raucous laughter as I inevitably fail to keep count or students try to whip extra votes for their 
preferred subjects; all of which builds a sense of community in the classroom and makes it clear that everyone 
has a say, and a stake, in what we will learn. (In 2020-21, with four groups on the module and a blended 
learning approach, I moved the topic proposals and voting online. This was simple to administer but did not 
result in the same sense of shared endeavour, and I look forward to returning to the in-person approach in the 
future.) 

For colleagues considering implementing a similar module, there are a few practical considerations that I would 
advise thinking about. The workload involved in developing a negotiated module is significant. Inevitably, the 
workload of preparation falls during the busy term-time because you can’t predict which topics students will 
choose. In many ways the best part of a negotiated curriculum, for a tutor, is that students will choose topics 
with which you are unfamiliar, and therefore you will be learning alongside them, but of course this comes with 
its challenges, and it can be very time-consuming. For example, this year students asked to study the British, as 
well as the US, historical context of Black Lives Matter. I agreed that a comparison would be useful but it meant 
I had to do quite a bit of research into Black British history so that I could choose pertinent reading and work 
out which questions to ask. On reflection I would say this was only somewhat successful on my part, but the 
students were able to bring their knowledge and experiences of the 2020 protests to what became a lively 
discussion.  



Of course, once the module is up and running it is possible to recycle and reshape previous years’ content, at 
least to some extent. However, what I learned in the autumn of 2020 was that questions that had resulted in 
lively debate just a year or two earlier – should prisons be abolished? Can we end racism without ending 
capitalism? – no longer sparked discussion, but rather a quick consensus (yes and no, respectively). The present 
moves very quickly.  

The reading list is explicitly designed to highlight authors of colour, and particularly Black women. Students 
read scholarly books and articles, but they also read blog posts, listen to podcasts, and watch documentaries, 
to think about how historians can engage with the present and with audiences beyond the academy. For short 
and engaging pieces that connect the past to the present, the Black Perspectives blog of the African American 
Intellectual History Society is almost always my first port of call.  

My primary approach to seminar design for this module has been to extend the negotiated curriculum and to 
empower students to share examples that they think are interesting and important, related to the topic. This 
works well in both in-person, online, and asynchronous activities. For example, in our week on racism and the 
criminal justice system this year I asked students to research and share two cases of police brutality (from any 
historical period), one male and one female. We heard about what happened in each case, how it was reported 
in the media, and activist or other responses, before broadening into a discussion about the ways in which 
police brutality is gendered drawing on our reading of an interview with Andrea Ritchie (author of Invisible No 
More: Police Violence against Black Women and Women of Color, 2017). This exercise allowed students to 
share examples that were meaningful to them: they highlighted the continued invisibility of police brutality 
towards queer and trans people; the historical continuities of police violence stretching back across the 
twentieth century; and the disproportionate number of murders of Black people with disabilities and mental 
health issues. If you are not sure that a full negotiated curriculum is right for your teaching (or your institution 
does not permit such flexibility), then this kind of “show and tell” exercise is a way to empower students to 
choose their own content in almost any seminar or online activity.  

Seminar contribution is assessed in all modules in my department, but I emphasise reflection as well as 
participation. In this class we explicitly reflect on inclusion and our own social positions, ensuring that all 
students can participate and share their knowledge and experiences. In the first session the students propose 
and set ground rules for our discussions. As they are second years, I ask them to draw on their previous 
experiences of seminars: what went well, what we should avoid, and so on. Their comments shape my teaching 
practice as well as each other’s behaviour, and I also suggest ground rules of my own. We can then refer to 
these ground rules later on when discussing sensitive content, or if any discussions become heated. This 
exercise empowers students to set boundaries for themselves and each other, and builds a sense of 
community, respect, and shared endeavour.  

The assessment for the module is designed with the present in mind: it asks students to work together to 
complete a group project in which they must devise a podcast series that engages with some element of US 
history in the present, and an individual assignment where they write a set of short blog posts, each exploring a 
contemporary issue of the student’s choice in historical context. Both assignments require students to think 
about questions of audience and engagement beyond the ivory tower, to devise their own topics to research, 
as well as allowing students to showcase a diverse range of skills. Students who propose a topic that is not 
voted for by their peers for a seminar often use the assessment to explore it further themselves. I am a keen 
advocate of “applied” assessments, as my department calls them, and I encourage everyone to push their 
departments and universities to allow as much flexibility in assessment as possible (framing it around 
“employability” can be a useful tool to achieve this). Even if you cannot change your assessment away from a 
traditional essay or exam, if there is scope to give students choice to choose their own questions or examples, 



then this goes some way to empowering students to research and write about the issues that are important to 
them.  
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